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People are flocking to Texas 
and I don’t blame them. 
It’s a great place to live.

For those of you who don’t remember Bob Hope, he was a famous comedian 
who made movies with Bing Crosby, entertained the troops in USO tours and 
was a beloved icon for several generations of Americans. He was very funny 

without being profane. He couldn’t sing but loved trying. He wasn’t leading man 
handsome, but loved trying. He was truly an entertainer.

His career spanned at least 50 years. Whenever he was introduced or walked onto 
a stage during the last 25 years of his public life, one song played: “Thanks for the 
Memories.” It was his song. I don’t think I have heard it since he died. 

For the past 24, years you have allowed me to join you in the world of county 
government. Thanks for the memories. Thank you for the friendship, the support and 
the criticism when it was needed. Thank you for the wise counsel, and for just being 
who you are. Your commitment to service is an inspiration. Please continue, because 
you are truly what is right about our country. You are the solution to the problem. 

The theme of our annual conference this year was “Restore What’s Right.”  I 
gave a speech on it the last day of the conference. When I was writing the speech, I 
realized that not much is wrong with counties. You govern well because you know 
how to do it right. You are so close to the people you serve you could not get away 
with doing it wrong, even if you tried. It’s time for your way to trickle up. Think of 
it this way, you know personally a larger percentage of the voters who voted for and 
against you in the last election than does any state representative or senator and 
certainly than does any member of Congress. You know them by first name and 
they know you. They chose you because they know you by first name, too. That is 
something special. 

As I write this in late October, I observe our beloved county struggling with issues 
that history shows we should have expected. The things that currently divide us are 
not fatal. We can restore what is right. But first, we must build trust and respect. 
That is the same relationship you have with your constituents. You know how to 
do it. It is essential to good county government. You need to share the secret with 
anyone who will listen.

Neither you nor I have any control over others, but we can decide who we want to 
be. It takes at least two people to have a fight. If you react rationally to an angry 
person, only two things can happen. He or she will cease being angry or will move 
on to find someone who will engage with them. Let’s choose to be the rational voice 
in the world. You are dedicated, kind, polite and humble. You are what is right. You 
are the perfect force to restore this country to its proper place. You can do it one 
voice at a time. 

The Legislature will convene in a few weeks. It will convene without Speaker 
Straus. Many times over the last decade, he was the adult in the room. Now there is 
a void and someone will step up to fill it. That someone should be you. Show others 
how to govern. Show others how to find solutions by collaborating. Show others that 
there is a place for wisdom and compassion in government. Show others how you do 
it. It is what’s right. 

I will miss seeing you in courthouses and at conferences. I will miss the phone 
calls. I will miss just knowing you are there. I trust you, and I respect you. I am truly 
blessed to have been a part of all this for the last quarter of a century. May the Lord 
bless and keep you. May He make his face to shine upon you, and give you peace. *

Your Voices, Actions Can Lead the Way

Terry’s Final Message to 
TAC Members
You can also watch “Restore 
What’s Right,” the final speech 
Terry gave to TAC members 
during the annual Legislative 
Conference on our YouTube Channel,                           
www.youtube.com/TexasCounties. 
Click “Playlists” and scroll to 2018 
Legislative Conference.
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Gene Terry Retires as TAC Executive Director
Gene Terry will retire on Dec. 31 as Executive Director of the Texas 

Association of Counties (TAC). 

Terry joined TAC in 2004 as an Education Project Manager/Staff 
Attorney. In 2007, he became TAC Operations Director and then served 
as Assistant Executive Director for one year before becoming Executive 
Director in 2010. 

Terry served as Marion County judge from 1994 to 2004. He served 
on the County Judges Education Committee before joining TAC and 
graduated from Southwestern University and St. Mary’s University 
School of Law.

“My time at TAC has been an extension of my choice to serve Texas 
counties,” Terry said. 

“I feel truly blessed to have had the opportunity to work with such good people, both at TAC and in our courthouses. You 
have made me a better person and I thank you all for that,” he said. “I anticipate the next chapter in life but have no idea 
what it will bring. I will not, however, turn retirement into another job. My lovely wife, Pat, is in charge of that. Thanks for 
the memories.”

On Jan. 1, 2019, TAC Judicial Program Manager and former Ector County Judge Susan Redford will become the 
Association’s new executive director.  “Susan Redford is ideally suited for this job. She has the experience and skill TAC 
needs and is a born leader,” Terry said. “I expect her to provide an extraordinary future for the Association.”

On Our Cover - “The Gold Watch”
This issue’s cover features a painted portrait of Gene Terry and Oscar, a Coton de Tulear considered the “King of the Terry household.” The artist 
is Pat Terry, Gene’s wife of 25 years. Her work, titled, “The Gold Watch,” was her retirement gift to him and hangs in their home.

Pat began what she calls “her painting retirement” four years ago with a focus on oil painting of portraits. Gene and Oscar’s portrait took 18 
months from start to finish. The style is realism, which began with an underpainting in Verdaccio, then direct painting with the mixing of her own 
paints. She intends to continue her study in art and painting of oil portraits in hopes of leaving a lasting legacy of work for their family and friends.   

Below are Pat’s self-portrait and note to Gene about her gift.
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How long have you been the Fannin County 
Clerk?

I took office on Jan. 1, 2011, so it 
will be eight years this January. 

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

I was a paralegal for a city attorney. 
Before that, I worked in family law as 
a legal secretary.  

I realized I was often complaining 
about government but not doing 
anything to bring about a solution. 
During that time, I was encouraged 
to consider running for county 
clerk. I thought it would be a great 
opportunity to have a positive impact 
on my little corner of the world. 

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

What was the biggest surprise or adjustment 
after taking office? 

Learning to balance my county clerk 
duties along with those of election 
administrator was something I had 
been advised about, but until you walk 
in those shoes, it is incomprehensible.

What are some of the biggest challenges 
you’ve faced, and what advice would you give 
your peers across the state that may face the 
same or similar challenges?

Trying to provide champagne 
service on a beer budget has been 
a challenge. And I love a challenge! 
I have learned to use the limited 
resources available to me. We 
have a wonderful auditor and 
staff, purchasing agent and other 

departments’ staff who support my 
offices. When I am unable to find 
what I need or want more information 
to pull from, I turn to TAC. I wish I 
had understood in my first year of 
service just how much they do for 
county government and utilized them 
sooner.

Since taking office, what accomplishment are 
you most proud of?

I am very proud of a bill I proposed 
that was drafted by my State 
Representative, Hon. Larry Phillips, 
District 62, which passed through the 
House in the last session.  

There were many attempts to get 
a bill passed for voters who do not 
qualify for a ballot by mail and who 

HON. TAMMY BIGGAR
Fannin County Clerk

Voices of
County Government



Jan/Feb 2015 � county.org/magazine 7NOV./DEC. 2018 ★ county.org/magazine 7

County Magazine |  Voices of County Government  | ★

will not be in one location to receive 
a ballot while working out-of-county, 
such as truck drivers. With a huge, 
cooperative effort by many people, 
including Hon. Heather Hawthorne 
of Chambers County and Hon. Teresa 
Kiel of Guadalupe County, we got it 
passed at the House level. Working 
with the County & District Clerks’ 
Association, we have already planned 
to move it forward through the House 
and on through the Senate in 2019!

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

Facebook has been the most 
prolific for me. I send articles to the 
local newspaper, and I use Twitter, 
but Facebook seems to be the most 
effective in my rural county. It also 
gives constituents an opportunity 
to ask questions others might want 
answered.

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

I really enjoy raising meat rabbits, 
ducks and chickens to support our 
healthy lifestyle. I’m an avid reader of 
goofy alien abduction stories.

What is your favorite thing about Fannin    
County?

 Without question my favorite 
thing about this county is the 
people. Fannin County people are 
hardworking, patriotic, salt-of-the-
earth kinds of folks. We live together, 
work together and play together. At 
the end of the day we’re all family. ★

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

CountyCounty
JAN./FEB. 2016CountyCounty
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county.org/magazineCountyCounty

A Publication of the Texas Association of CountiesCounty
Looking Through the Lens of Body-Worn Cameras

Meet the President  Q&A with new TAC President Joyce G. Hudman  | pg. 4

Nellie Gray RobertsonFirst Female County Attorney in Texas | pg. 8

County Government 101 Comal County Educates The Community on County Government  | pg. 28

New Law Aims to  Prevent Truancy Decriminalizing Students While Holding Them Accountable | pg. 32

A FULL PICTURE APPROACH | PG. 22



★ |  CLIPBOARD  | News You Can Use

8 NOV./DEC. 2018 ★ county.org/magazine

In August, TAC debuted its newly 
redesigned and reorganized, mobile-
friendly website. The easy-to-scan 
design was developed with the input of 
usability experts and county officials 
to ensure intuitive organization and 
navigation. TAC last redesigned its 
website in 2012. The mobile-friendly 
site includes an updated look, 
enhanced navigation and multiple 
interactive features including a 
Member Portal and new a Legislative 
Services section.

TAC Member Portal
Since its launch, more than 1490 

Texas Association of Counties (TAC) 
members have logged on to TAC’s new 
Member Portal to update their contact 
information or securely register and 
pay for a TAC event.

Click the “Member Login” link on 
the upper right corner of the screen on 
www.county.org. 

First-time portal users: 
• Click “Forgot username?” (Don’t 

worry. You haven’t really forgotten 
it. In most cases, TAC members 
already have a username 
generated for them in the system.)

• Enter your email address and 
click “Submit.”

• Check your inbox for a TAC email 
with your username and logon 
instructions.

If you receive a message that your 
email address cannot be found:
• Click “Create a new account.”
• Enter required fields marked with 

an *.
• Click “Save.”

Return portal users:
Just log in with your username 

(email address) and password.
Members who need login 

assistance should contact TAC 
Membership Services by email at 
TACMembership@county.org or call 
(800) 456-5974.

Redesigned County.org Offers New Features 
and Timely Information

Legislative Services Section 
Puts Info on County Issues at 
Your Fingertips

The Legislative Services Division 
section (www.county.org/Legislative) 
of the site provides officials with the 
information and tools they need to be 
on top of current legislative issues and 
remain effective advocates for their 
county. 

Here’s a look at the new design and 
features.

ISSUES PAGES 
(www.county.org/Legislative/
County-Legislative-Issues):  
Information on the hottest 
legislative issues is highlighted 
at the top with large icons and a 
button inviting users to see the 
full slate of issue pages. Each page 
features a downloadable and in-
depth issue brief, a list of key points, 
a list of related articles and key 
contact information for a Legislative 
Services Division manager at TAC. 
The pages may also include charts, 
graphs, infographics, videos and a 
variety of other helpful documents. 

BILL TRACKING  
(www.county.org/Legislative/
Legislative-Bills-by-Office):  
By clicking on the See All Bills 
button on the Legislative Bills by 
Office module, officials can look 
up and track bills according to 
their office. Legislators have filed 
hundreds of bills already that could 
affect county government if passed. 

LEGISLATIVE NEWS 
(www.county.org/LegeNews): 
The latest articles from the 
County Issues newsletter roll 
up to the Legislative Services 
Division homepage, making finding 
TAC’s analysis of the most recent 
developments at the Legislature 
easy. The newsletter is sent to 
county officials weekly via email 
during the legislative session and 
monthly during the interim. You 
can subscribe to the County Issues 
newsletter at www.county.org/
countyissues.
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FEATURED ITEMS:  
Below the Legislative News area 
is a large banner that highlights 
important publications like TAC’s 
“Salary Survey,” “Unfunded 
Mandates Survey” and other timely 
and sought-after information that 
might otherwise be buried a few 
clicks down in the site.

TAC’S TWITTER FEED 
(https://twitter.com/
TexasCounties): 
County officials can get minute-
by-minute changes at the Capitol 
chronicled on TAC’s Twitter feed. 
Readers will find coverage of 
committee hearings, links to the 
stories that are shaping policy 
opinions, and insight from the 
experts and elected officials who 
move and shake the pink dome in 
Austin.

UPCOMING EVENTS: 
The new Legislative Services 
homepage also makes it easier 
to discover the latest events the 
division is putting on. From the 
annual Legislative Conference — 
the premiere event in Texas county 
government — to regional exchange 
meetings. It’s all there. Plus, a new 
Member Portal makes signing up 
for events and tracking continuing 
education hours even easier. County 
officials can claim their account 
on the site by clicking “Forgot 
Username” (No, you didn’t forget it. 
It’s brand new to you, but already 
in the system.), entering your email 
and clicking “Submit.” TAC will send 
an email with username and login 
instructions.

LEGISLATIVE RESOURCES: 
The Legislative Resources section 
contains a wealth of knowledge, 
from informational guides for 
visiting with legislators and 
testifying in committee hearings, to 
attorney general opinions, legislative 
session analysis guides, and links 
to important legislative websites 
and resources valuable to county 
government officials.

Additional Website Features
The new website also includes several site enhancements and resources to      
help members.

County Jobs Roundup. Official county human resource officers can use the 
page to post open county government positions after sending a request to 
TACMembership@county.org for access. Job hunters can visit the Roundup to 
browse postings.

Interactive Texas counties map. Members of TAC’s Health and Employee Benefits 
Pool (TAC HEBP) and TAC’s Risk Management Pool (TAC RMP) can now quickly 
locate the staff teams in the TAC Health Benefits Services and the TAC Risk 
Management Services departments who serve them. Members can simply select 
their county on an interactive map or choose it from a drop-down list to see staff 
contact information.

Fine-tuned navigation. The intuitive, user-tested navigation works well on any 
desktop or mobile device. It quickly connects users to TAC’s member services, 
including education and training events, legal and legislative resources and 
technology services, and to the many wellness and risk management programs and 
services available to members of the TAC HEBP and TAC RMP.

Updated page design. The page design includes easy-to-scan text, an      
uncluttered layout, and related content links on pages to help members get     
where they are going. 

County news and information. Members can read the latest articles from County 
magazine and a variety of TAC newsletters that cover legislative issues, wellness, 
risk management, county best practices and other county news. 

County government information. The site includes an array of information about 
county government, including the duties and continuing education requirements of 
county officials, county elections data and county maps.

Public outreach resources. Members will find access to Texas Counties Deliver 
public outreach materials and tips that make it easy to spread the word about 
how Texas counties deliver, including more than a dozen fun, informative videos             
to share.
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COUNTY BEST PRACTICES AWARDS SPOTLIGHT

Wilson County: Strategic Alliances Expand Library 
Services, Engage Community

At one time, Wilson County had only 
one state-accredited, county-funded 
library in Floresville and a small, all-
volunteer library in Stockdale to serve 
its 48,500 mostly rural residents. Then 
Librarian Nicki Stohr spearheaded 
an expansion initiative to serve her 
neighbors better. 

With commissioners court approval 
and business community support, 
new partnerships help provide public 
library services to every incorporated 
area of the county.

In recognition, the Texas Association 
of Counties (TAC) has given a 2018 
County Best Practices Award to Wilson 
County for its Power of a Library  
Card initiative.

The library’s mission, “Transforming 
lives through knowledge and 
information,” fueled Stohr’s resolve 
to deliver library services better 
throughout the county. 

The first milestone was the addition 
of an outdoor vending machine-style 
kiosk in LaVernia, subsequently moved 

Judge Sara Canady (L) and 
librarian Nicki Stohr (R)

to Poth. Partnerships 
with local business 
owners and support from 
county employees also 
ensured the successful 
operation of two branch 
libraries in LaVernia and 
Stockdale.
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Visitor traffic has nearly tripled since 
2015. “The library has managed to save 
Wilson County taxpayers $1,155,525 
by having items available for checkout 
instead of having to purchase the same 
materials,” said Stohr.

“I’m encouraged by the concerted 
effort between Wilson County’s officials 
and its business community to invest 
the time and resources necessary to 
expand valuable library services,” 
said TAC Executive Director Gene 
Terry. “We hope this award inspires 
other counties to leverage more best 
practices and continue discovering new 
solutions to better serve Texans.”

The biennial County Best Practices 
Awards Program recognizes the efforts 
of county leaders in implementing 
innovative, scalable and replicable 
solutions to challenges facing local 
government throughout Texas. 
Areas of focus include financial and 
general management, public safety 
and corrections, health and human 
services, technology, community 
improvements and other county-
related responsibilities.

Wilson County was one of eight Texas 
counties selected to receive a TAC 2018 
County Best Practices Award. Look for 
more spotlights in future issues of  
County magazine. Learn more about the 
County Best Practices Awards program at 
www.county.org/bestpractices.

Counties at the Capitol Day 
is Feb. 5, 2019

Shortly after the 
Texas Legislatures gets 
back into the swing of 
things, county officials
will gather in Austin for 
TAC’s Counties at the 
Capitol Day. The Feb. 5 
event will get attendees 
up to speed on the 
most significant issues
facing Texas and county 
government in the 86th 
legislative session. The 
day-long program offers ample opportunity for county officials to connect with
their legislators and their staffs. 

A breakfast session held at TAC’s building, at the corner of 13th and San 
Antonio streets, kicks the day off. Members of the Legislature will share their 
perspectives on the big issues being considered at the Capitol. Attendees will 
have the chance to share their county’s concerns, priorities and ask questions of 
the speakers. 

“The world is run by those who show up, so I encourage all county officials to
make a point to attend this event,” said TAC Legal and Legislative Department 
Director Garry Merritt. “I also want to encourage everyone to contact their 
legislators ahead of time to let them know they will be in Austin and want to 
meet with them.”

When the morning program ends, around 10:30 a.m., county officials are
encouraged to make the short walk over to the Capitol to visit with their 
legislators.

“This is about building and strengthening these relationships — these 
partnerships between the state and counties — it’s about having face-to-face 
discussions on important issues. That’s how county officials can make an impact
at the Capitol,” said TAC Senior Legislative Manager Rick Thompson. “The 
challenges counties are facing this session only make an event like this all that  
more important.”

Officials can share their concerns with their legislators and staff members
in meetings or lunches that afternoon. Thompson recommends making a point 
to arrange these meetings several weeks ahead of time. Officials can use the
state’s Who Represents Me? website (https://fyi.capitol.texas.gov) or the Texas 
Tribune’s elected officials directory 
(www.texastribune.org/directory) to get contact information for their legislators.

“The regular session is 140 days,” said Merritt. “The further in we get, the 
tougher the decisions get for legislators. They need to know that the county 
officials in their district are a trusted source of information and guidance about
what proposed policies would look like in practice. Counties at the Capitol Day 
is one of the important ways we can cultivate that relationship and trust.”

The day’s events come to a close with a Legislative Reception at the TAC 
building, 4:30-6:30 p.m.

“Don’t forget to invite your legislators and their staffs to attend the TAC 
Legislative Reception that evening,” Thompson said. “This is the perfect 
opportunity to engage with the legislators and staffers in an informal setting. 
Those opportunities can be rare once the session really gets going.”
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2019 Legislative 
Schedule
Get Engaged. Stay Involved.
Below is a list of important dates to note 
for the 86th legislative session.

Monday, Nov. 12 
Bill pre-filing begins

Tuesday, Jan. 8 
The 86th Legislature convenes at noon

Tuesdays, Jan. 8-May 21 
TAC’s Tuesday Morning Breakfast series, 
each Tuesday at 7:30 a.m.

Tuesday, Feb. 5 
Counties at the Capitol Day

Friday, March 8 
Deadline for filing most bills and joint 
resolutions

Tuesday, April 30 
County Government Day at the Capitol

Monday, May 27 
Sine Die, the last day of the regular 
session of the 86th Legislature 

Sunday, June 16 
Last day the governor may sign or veto 
bills

Monday, Aug. 26 
Bills without a specific effective date 
become law

Wednesday Sept. 4 – Friday, Sept. 6 
TAC Legislative Conference

Tuesday Morning Breakfasts Return for 
the 86th Legislative Session

The Texas Legislature will be back on Tuesday, Jan. 8. County officials can 
grab a hot breakfast and food for thought from the experts in TAC’s Legislative 
Services Division each Tuesday morning throughout the session. 

TAC hosts county officials from across the state, along with other local 
government stakeholders and key members of the Capitol crowd, for a working 
breakfast meeting each Tuesday starting at 7:30 a.m. The meetings focus on 
important county-related bills moving through the chambers of the Legislature, 
updates from county official associations, the inner workings of the legislative 
process and other timely topics for the week ahead.

The free breakfasts are also a great opportunity to meet TAC staff and network 
with other elected officials.

“We strive to make sure these meetings are a useful working meeting that puts 
everyone on a good footing at the start of the week,” said TAC Senior Legislative 
Manager Rick Thompson. “I encourage every county official to attend if they’re in 
town. As we get deeper into the session, these meetings take on a more grab-and-
go format looking at the big issues of the week. It’s been an absolute essential 
part of our success during past sessions, and I don’t doubt it will be important 
this time around, too.”

All breakfasts are held on the fourth floor of the TAC building, a short walk 
from the Capitol, at 1210 San Antonio St. from 7:30-8:30 a.m. Officials can also 
park for free in the TAC parking garage while visiting the Legislature.
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TAC Welcomes Newly Appointed Officials
The following county officials were recently appointed to new offices. TAC welcomes them to their new positions and thanks them  
for their service to county government and Texas residents.

Becky Espinoza 
Bailey County District Clerk

Rodney Baker 
Bailey County Justice of the Peace, County Wide

Pat Duffield 
Bell County Constable, Pct. 1

Roy Castillo 
Brazoria County Justice of the Peace, Pct. 3, 
Place 2

Jack Wellman 
Briscoe County Commissioner, Pct. 2

John “Chip” Leake 
Burnet County Constable, Pct. 3

Russell Johnson 
Coke County Justice of the Peace, Pct. 1

Stephen Jones 
Concho County Constable, County Wide

Jason Snuggs 
Cooke County Commissioner, Pct. 2

Monte Fields 
Cottle County Justice of the Peace, County Wide

Michael Orozco 
Dallas County Constable, Pct. 5

Bob Clemons 
Fannin County Justice of the Peace, Pct. 2

Jeanna Parks 
Fisher County Treasurer

Suzette Smith 
Grayson County Auditor

Linda Balk 
Guadalupe County District Clerk

Brent Hackett 
Hale County Constable, Pct. 1

Jason Peña 
Hidalgo County Justice of the Peace, Pct. 5

John Shirley 
Hood County Constable, Pct. 2

Charles Wiggins 
Jefferson County Constable, Pct. 1

Jared Albrecht 
Lee County Auditor

Leward LaFleur 
Marion County Judge

George Martin 
Mitchell County Commissioner, Pct. 4

Chris Jones 
Montgomery County Constable, Pct. 5

Mark Jones 
Orange County Constable, Pct. 2

Jennifer Stacy 
Panola County Auditor

Pat Deen 
Parker County Judge

Allen Davis 
Rains County Constable, County Wide

Richard Beals 
Randall County Constable, Pct. 1

William “Bill” Brandt 
Tarrant County Justice of the Peace, Pct. 3

Christopher Gregory 
Tarrant County Justice of the Peace, Pct. 4

Kay Middleton 
Taylor County Tax Assessor-Collector

Cindy Liendo 
Webb County Commissioner, Pct. 4

Grace Utley 
Wharton County Tax Assessor-Collector

Summer Lovelace 
Yoakum County Clerk

Darla Welch 
Yoakum County Treasurer

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

2019 County Management & Risk Conference Registration Open
Registration is open for the County 

Management and Risk Conference, 
scheduled April 10-12, 2019, at the Embassy 
Suites Hotel in San Marcos. 

Conference keynotes and breakout 
sessions will feature the latest information, 
resources and solutions for county officials 
and managers on several topics, including:

• Risk management,
• Human resources, 
• Health care reform, 
• Workplace wellness, and
• Much more. 
The event also provides information about the TAC 

Health and Employee Benefits Pool (TAC HEBP), the 
TAC Risk Management Pool (TAC RMP) and the TAC 
Unemployment Compensation Group Account Fund (TAC 
Unemployment Fund).

The event is open to all TAC members, not just members 
of TAC HEBP, TAC RMP or the TAC Unemployment Fund. 

Travel Reimbursement 
Members of TAC RMP, TAC HEBP or 

TAC Unemployment Fund are eligible for 
reimbursement of most travel expenses 
incurred for this conference. A maximum of 
two people per county can be reimbursed. 

Lodging
The conference hotel is offering a group 

rate of $149 for single or double occupancy 
until March 19, 2019. Attendees should 
book directly with the Embassy Suites 
Hotel, (512) 392-6450.  

Conference Registration and More Info
Registration and more conference and travel 

reimbursement information are available from  
www.county.org/CMRC. Additional conference details will 
be posted as they become available. Contact Amy Lawson in 
the TAC Education Department at (800) 456-5974 with any 
questions.



(888) 275-8224
TAC HELPLINE

What is the  
TAC Helpline? 

The TAC Helpline is a direct number  
to a friendly voice who is there to help you  

solve a problem, answer a question,  
or get you where you need to go.

We can help you with questions regarding:
• Preparing to Take Office
• Holdover
• Fireworks
• Oath and Bond
•  Many, many more!

Give us a call at (888) ASK-TAC4  
or (888) 275-8224.
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10 YEARS STRONG
Healthy County Wellness Program 
Celebrates Anniversary

The most important 
decisions you make concern 
your health. That’s why 
Healthy County was created 
in 2009. The program works 
and Boot Camp sets the pace.

The Texas Association of 
Counties’ Health and Employee Benefits Pool (TAC HEBP) launched the 
program 10 years ago, but it’s the local coordinators and sponsors who are 
the real driving force. 

To celebrate “10 Years Strong,” they’ll gather Feb. 20-22, 2019 in 
Georgetown for the annual Healthy County Boot Camp. Wellness experts 
share the newest tips and resources to get — and stay — healthy. 
Participants, including commissioners court members, will leave better 
equipped to serve their county.

Every County’s Program is Unique
Great wellness programs are not one-size-fits-all. They’re custom built 

with workplace culture in mind. The best programs raise people up, boost 
their potential and strengthen the whole group.

Boot Camp teaches coordinators how to manage their program and 
increase engagement.

 The bottom line for the county is a healthier workforce means higher 
output and lower health care costs.

Make the Right Decision
On the fence about whether to attend Boot Camp? Learn more and 

register online at www.county.org/hcbootcamp.

NOMINATIONS OPEN FOR HEALTHY 
COUNTY’S 2019 IRIS STAGNER AWARD
Each year, the TAC Health and Employee Benefits Pool’s Healthy 
County wellness program recognizes the most enthusiastic and 
innovative county wellness coordinator or sponsor. Nominations 
are being accepted for this year’s Iris Stagner Award until Jan. 28, 
2019. The recipient will be announced and honored at the annual 
Healthy County Boot Camp, Feb. 20-22 in Georgetown.

Nominations for the award are evaluated based on the nominee’s 
ability to meet the vision of the Healthy County program, success 
in motivating employees to participate in Healthy County 
initiatives, organization and planning of health-related activities, 
and gaining leadership support for wellness programs throughout 
the county.

The award program highlights a county’s commitment to 
worksite wellness and its efforts to create a good-health culture 
for its employees. It also recognizes the value of a county’s 
wellness programs and honors the volunteers who help make 
them successful.

To learn more about Healthy County, the Iris Stagner Award 
program or how to nominate your county’s wellness coordinator or 
sponsor, or yourself, please visit www.county.org/healthycounty. 

Iris Stagner, for whom the award is named, was the Palo Pinto 
County health and wellness coordinator for four years and had 
spent more than 20 years motivating her colleagues, friends and 
family through running and cycling. Stagner’s life was tragically 
cut short when she was struck by a motorist while riding her bike 
outside Mineral Wells on Sept. 17, 2012. Her legacy of living and 
promoting a healthy lifestyle, however, continues to inspire.

BASICS OF COUNTY INVESTMENTS COURSE FEB. 5-8, 2019
If you have been considering membership 

in the County Investment Academy, this is 
your only-once-a-year chance. Registration 
is open for the Basics of County Investments 
Course, required for Academy membership, 
held Feb. 5-8, 2019, at the Embassy Suites 
Hotel and Conference Center in San Marcos.

Sound management of county financial 
assets can mean the difference between 
an embarrassing financial disaster and 
investment returns that supplement precious 
tax dollars. Proper and frequent training for 
public funds investors can prevent costly 
errors. That’s why TAC’s County Investment 
Academy has been helping educate county 
officials and personnel for more than 25 years.

Why join? You will be in good company 
among other Academy members who enjoy 
benefits that include:

• Easy access to a state-wide network 
of experienced county investors, 
economists and other experts;

• Opportunities for earning continuing 
education credit hours; and

• Recognition awards.
The Academy is a cooperative partnership 

with the McCoy College of Business 
Administration at Texas State University.

This introductory course is especially useful 
for county investment officers, auditors, 
treasurers and commissioners court members. 
However, all Academy educational programs 

are open to any county official or staff member 
who wants to learn more about the laws and 
regulations governing investment operations. 

The Basics of County Investments Course 
offers 14.75 hours of classroom instruction 
appropriate for all levels interested in the 
essentials of investing public funds. The 
Complete Course provides an additional 
7.75 hours of in-depth, hands-on learning for 
those actively investing funds.

Learn more and register online for  
early-bird pricing by Jan. 11 at  
www.county.org/basics.



Feb 20-22, 2019  |  Sheraton Hotel, Georgetown
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Join your colleagues at the 2019 Healthy County Boot Camp 
as we celebrate Healthy County’s 10th anniversary. Learn and 
share tips, strategies and resources with your peers to help 
county employees lead healthier lives.

Register at  
www.county.org/HCBootCamp
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Apply by Dec. 15 for 
Safety Achievement  
and Excellence in  
Safety Awards

TAC Risk Management Pool members 
that meet certain criteria can apply 
through Dec. 15 for the Safety 
Achievement and Excellence in  
Safety awards. 

Award recipients will be announced 
February 2019. They will be honored 
during a special dinner at the 2019 County 
Management and Risk Conference in 
San Marcos, April 10-12, 2019. Award 
recipients will also be reimbursed for 
lodging during the conference. This is 
in addition to the reimbursement TAC 
provides to two Pool members per county 
for most travel expenses incurred to 
attend the conference.

The 2018 TAC RMP Awards Program 
has been expanded to enhance 
recognition of members for their  
safety efforts.

Safety Achievement Award 
TAC RMP will present the Safety 

Achievement Award (formerly the Safety 
Award) to Workers’ Compensation 
(WC) Program participants that have a 
2018 Loss Ratio of 65 percent or less 
(determined by the TAC RMP Awards 
Committee) and to those that demonstrate 
they meet the award criteria. 

Excellence in Safety Award 
TAC RMP will present the Excellence 

in Safety Award (formerly the Gold Star 
Award) to WC Program participants that 
have a 2018 Loss Ratio of 50 percent or 
less (determined by the TAC RMP Awards 
Committee) and that demonstrate they 
have met the criteria.  

More Info and Application
Details about the award criteria, the 

application forms and information about 
all program awards are available at www.
county.org/TACRMPawards.

Contact TAC Risk Control and Risk 
Management consultants at (800) 546-
5974 with questions.

Former Ector County Judge and TAC 
Judicial Program Manager Susan Redford 
will assume the position of TAC Executive 
Director on Jan.1, 2019. Current TAC 
Executive Director Gene Terry is retiring 
after 15 years. Llano County Judge Mary 
Cunningham will fill the vacancy left 
by Redford, becoming the new Judicial 
Program Manager of TAC’s Judicial 
Education Program.

Before taking office as county judge 
in 2015, Cunningham practiced law as a 
board-certified family lawyer in Houston 
and Llano County and served for five 
years as associate judge of the 246th 
District Court in Harris County.

“I am deeply humbled to be selected 
for this position and look forward to 
continuing to work with my fellow judges 
in Texas and the great staff at TAC,” said Cunningham.

The Judicial Program Manager oversees, manages and implements educational 
programs within the Judicial Education Program. They also manage grant 
programs and funds and act as liaison to TAC-affiliate member organizations on 
issues related to judicial education.

“The role of Judicial Program Manager is to provide whatever educational and 
technical assistance our county judges and other county officials require to better 
move cases through the county court system,” said Redford. “Judge Cunningham’s 
professional and judicial experience gives her a rare perspective that will take 
our judicial education program to the next level.”

 “My goal is to continue the great judicial education programs that have 
made county judges and county government in Texas so successful. The Judicial 
Education Program has been a stellar success and is an exemplary result-
oriented program,” said Cunningham. “Our county judges must continue to be 
provided with every opportunity for educational growth and timely information to 
assist them in the day to day issues which arise in their role as county judge.”

 “We are extremely fortunate to have an attorney and professional of her  
caliber join our team.   I am thrilled to have the opportunity to work with her,” 
said Redford.

 “I will work to provide our county judges with the information and assistance 
they need to be successful in their positions and assets to their respective 

counties,” said Cunningham. “I want Texas 
county government to be a beacon of excellence 
for the U.S.”

Cunningham, who is originally from Houston 
in Harris County, earned a bachelor’s degree 
from the University of Texas at Austin, and a 
Master of Library Science from Sam Houston 
State University. She obtained her law degree 
from South Texas College of Law and was 
board certified by the Texas Board of Legal 
Specialization in 2000. Cunningham is a 
member of the State Bar of Texas and the 
Highland Lakes Bar Association.

TAC Announces New Judicial Program Manager
Llano County Judge Mary Cunningham will take over
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NEW FREE TRAINING!
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In Memoriam
TAC remembers the county officials who recently passed away. They were each dedicated to their office and community.  
TAC sends heartfelt condolences to their families and thank them for their service.

Hon. Barbara Wright 
Yoakum County Treasurer 
Nov. 13, 1950 - Sep. 7, 2018

Hon. Billy Preston 
Mitchell County Commissioner 
May 22, 1940 - Aug. 17, 2018

Hon. James Fuston 
Hall County Commissioner 
Oct. 24, 1934 - Mar. 11, 2018

Hon. George Robinson 
DeWitt County Justice of the Peace 
Mar. 19, 1943 - Mar. 7, 2018

Hon. Kenda Heckler 
Andrews County Clerk 
Dec. 1, 1955 - Jan. 8, 2018

Hon. Robert Ballard 
Burnet County Constable 
Sep. 16, 1960 - Jul. 2, 2018

Hon. B.C. Lemons 
Cooke County Commissioner 
Oct. 27, 1942 - Aug. 23, 2018

Hon. Karen Webb 
Crockett County Treasurer 
Sep. 22, 1964 - Mar. 15, 2018

Hon. Ginny Phifer 
Delta County Justice of the Peace 
Sep. 2, 1964 - Apr. 28, 2018

Hon. Gary Husfeld 
Grimes County Commissioner 
Sep. 26, 1950 - Feb. 20, 2018

Hon. John Horn 
Hunt County Judge 
Jan. 6, 1966 - Sep. 2, 2018 

Hon. Thomas Pfeiffer 
Kendall County Commissioner 
Jan. 18, 1946 - Jul. 13, 2018

Hon. Andy Anderson 
Lavaca County Constable 
Jul. 23, 1934 - Jan. 11, 2018

Hon. David Greene 
Milam County Sheriff 
Oct. 31, 1952 - Jul. 20, 2018

Hon. Robert Balderas 
Nueces County Justice of the Peace
Aug. 7, 1955 - Jul. 11, 2018

Hon. David Cagle 
Orange County Constable 
1961 - Sep. 16, 2018

Hon. Thomas Bonds 
San Jacinto County Commissioner
Aug. 25, 1941 - Jul. 30, 2018

Hon. Richard Jacobs 
Wilbarger County Commissioner 
Jun. 7, 1950 - Apr. 7, 2018

This list only includes those who we are aware of. Please let us know if there are others who should be remembered by contacting  
tacmembership@county.org.
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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
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THE LEGISLATIVE 
SERVICES DIVISION

A LOOK AT TEAM TAC

With the 86th session of the Texas 
Legislature nearly upon us, TAC’s 
Legislative Services Division has a 
few new faces, but the same mission. 

In May 2018, TAC Executive 
Director Gene Terry announced 
that the Association’s Legal and 
Legislative departments would merge 
under the leadership of TAC General 
Counsel and former Real County 
Judge Garry Merritt. 

“This change will allow us to make 
better use of the resources in both 
departments and allow for seamless 
collaboration among the staff,” said 
Terry. “We have much to do as we 
prepare for the 2019 session. This 

“Working twenty five years for 
both a House and Senate member 
at the Texas Capitol have taught 
me the best ideas to address issues 
in our communities come from local 
community leaders. Central planning 
did not work well for the Soviet Union 
and it does not work well in Austin,” 
Senior Legislative Manage Noe 
Barrios said.

Beyond producing events 
throughout the year like the annual 
Legislative Conference, Counties at 
the Capitol, County Government Day, 
the County Issues Lunch and Learn 
series for Capitol staffers, Tuesday 
Morning Breakfasts for county 

new alignment will allow us to more 
efficiently meet the demands going 
forward and apply all available 
resources to the task.”

And, for the Legislative Services 
Division, that’s no small task. 

But many hands make light work, 
and there are new hands on staff to 
help. The TAC Legislative Services 
Division recently gained the expertise 
of Sen. Craig Estes’ former chief of 
staff Noe Barrios, and two former 
House County Affairs Committee 
Director Kelsey Bernstein and Katy 
Reagen. Both joined TAC shortly 
before the annual Legislative 
Conference in August. 
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MEET THE TEAM
officials during the session, and the 
Legislative Exchange Regionals — 
a sort of listening tour where the 
Legislative Services Division hears 
from county officials about their 
concerns and goals for the upcoming 
legislative session — members of the 
Legislative Services Division shoulder 
many other duties. 

They promote county interests by 
serving on state and federal advisory 
committees and workgroups, assist 
the Legislature and state agencies 
with understanding the effects of 
legislation and state agency rule 
changes on county operations, and 
monitor federal legislative and 
regulatory activities that affect Texas 
counties. The list goes on.

“There’s no rest for the weary,” said 
TAC Senior Legislative Manager Rick 
Thompson. “There’s a mountain of 
work and we approach it as a team, 
knowing the work we do on behlaf of 
counties affects every Texan.”

As each legislative session 
approaches, the team at TAC gets 
busy reading through an avalanche 
of bills — more than 7,000 — that 
are filed each session. They’ll spend 
months reviewing them, analyzing 
changes that are made, tracking them 
through the legislative process and 
providing legislators with the county 
perspective.

With thousands of bills, it’s no 
surprise that there isn’t always a 
unified perspective across all offices 
of the courthouse. TAC represents 
every office within the courthouse, 
despite not always seeing eye-to-
eye on an issue. When one county 
officials’ association has opposing 
views from another, the Legislative 
Services Division works to find 
common ground, steering clear of 
conflict and putting the best interest 
of the individual associations first.

The Legislative team acts as 
liaisons to the associations that 
represent each county office. Each 
team member works with a specific 
association, immersing themselves 
in the issues most directly affecting 
that office. During session, that 
means walking the Capitol corridors, 

meeting with legislators and 
advocating for their association’s 
needs. It means being in constant 
contact with county officials, 
attending and even testifying 
at committee hearings, and 
making critical personal 
connections with key players at 
the Capitol. 

In the interim, the frenetic 
pace from session may slow some, 
but the work is no less vital. 

“During the interim, we’re 
constantly preparing for the 
legislative session. We travel to 
county official conferences, regional 
meetings and make other county 
related and legislator visits. Our 
team attends hearings, meets with 
staff and members at the Capitol 
and professional contacts elsewhere. 
We update issue briefs and reports 
to explain these issues – there’s 
something new every day.”

The County Information Program 
(CIP) team works to provide hard 
numbers and data-driven analysis of 
the issues and bills being tracked. 
As a part of this effort, CIP works 
closely with the Legislative Budget 
Board (LBB) to identify the fiscal 
impacts of proposed legislation. 

The CIP expects to provide fiscal 
notes on several hundred bills 
during the session. The analysis 
of the potential costs can mean 
the difference between a bill 
moving forward in the process 
or dying in a committee. As the 
session picks up speed by mid-
March, CIP may only have a 
matter of days, or even just 
a few hours, to gather the 
requested information.

“The information we provide 
to LBB for fiscal notes comes 
almost exclusively from 
county officials,” said TAC 
CIP Senior Analyst Tim 
Brown. “Far more often 
than not, they are the only 
ones who have the detailed 
information needed to adequately 
estimate the financial impact of a bill. 
But, they provide more than just data. 
Not only is every county unique, they 
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often have very unique 
ways of conforming 
to state and federal 
mandates. As a result, 
we have to rely on 
county officials to tell 

us how a bill will impact 
their county – because it 
will impact every county 
in a slightly different way. 
Without the knowledge and 
insight they provide about 
their individual counties, we 
could not accurately estimate 
the fiscal impact of these bills.” 

CIP also works to gather 
data from numerous other state 
agencies, county human resource 
directors, election administrators, 
road engineers and others from 
across the state to assemble the 
mosaic of data points that paint 
a picture on the issues for the 
public, legislators and state and 
federal officials. They produce 
maps, graphs and regular 
reports like the TAC Salary 
Survey and the Unfunded 
Mandates Survey.

TAC’s Core Legislative 
Group (CLG), comprised 
of county officials from 
every office and every 
corner of the state, is 
led by former Van 

Zandt County 
Judge Rhita 
Koches. These 
county officials 
advocate 
not just on 

behalf of their 
county and their 

communities, but on 
behalf of all 254 counties. 

“Our goal is for every 
county official to be on a 

first-name basis with their 
legislators,” said Koches. 

“We want members to readily 
take a call from their fellow 
elected officials back home. 

But, we also want legislators 
to think of those local county 

officials as their first call for 
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across the state to assemble the 
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information about the 
impact of a particular 
piece of legislation. No 
one is better qualified 
to explain the effects 
of legislation on county 
property taxpayers than 
county officials who live 
with those consequences 
every day.”

Koches travels the state, 
working to coordinate events 
with county officials and 
legislators to help build and 
strengthen relationships 
between the two groups. 

County officials who are 
interested in learning more 
about the CLG or joining can 
visit www.county.org/CLG. 

“We have a team that is second 
to none. They’re subject matter 
experts with good judgment 
and political savvy — they 
have extensive knowledge of 
the players, the process, the 
procedures, the rules and the 
calendars. Collectively, we carry 
message of the county officials 
of Texas. ‘Persistent but 
respectful’ is our way — the 
county way — of working,” 
Thompson said.

The 86th session of 
the Texas Legislature 
will gavel in on Jan. 8, 
2019.

“We have a great team 
representing counties out 

at the Capitol this session. 
There’s a lot of expertise and 
a lot of talent,” said Legal and 
Legislative Services Director 
and General Counsel Garry 
Merritt. “But I mean it when I 
say the most important players 
on our team are the county 
officials who get engaged and 
stay involved in the Legislative 
process. Our whole staff is here 
to support their efforts.” *

information about the 
impact of a particular 
piece of legislation. No 
one is better qualified 
to explain the effects 
of legislation on county 
property taxpayers than 
county officials who live 
with those consequences 
every day.”

Koches travels the state, 
working to coordinate events 
with county officials and with county officials and 
legislators to help build and 
strengthen relationships 
between the two groups. 

County officials who are 
interested in learning more 
about the CLG or joining can 
visit www.county.org/CLG. 

“We have a team that is second 
to none. They’re subject matter 
experts with good judgment 
and political savvy — they 
have extensive knowledge of 
the players, the process, the 
procedures, the rules and the 
calendars. Collectively, we carry 
message of the county officials 
of Texas. ‘Persistent but 
respectful’ is our way — the 
county way — of working,” 

with county officials and 
legislators to help build and 
strengthen relationships 
between the two groups. 

County officials who are 
interested in learning more 
about the CLG or joining can 
visit www.county.org/CLG. 

to none. They’re subject matter 

county way — of working,” 
Thompson said.

The 86th session of 
the Texas Legislature 
will gavel in on Jan. 8, 
2019.

representing counties out 
at the Capitol this session. 
There’s a lot of expertise and 
a lot of talent,” said Legal and 
Legislative Services Director 
and General Counsel Garry 
Merritt. “But I mean it when I 
say the most important players 
on our team are the county 
officials who get engaged and 
stay involved in the Legislative 
process. Our whole staff is here 
to support their efforts.”

county way — of working,” 
Thompson said.

the Texas Legislature 
will gavel in on Jan. 8, 
2019.

representing counties out 
at the Capitol this session. 
There’s a lot of expertise and 
a lot of talent,” said Legal and 
Legislative Services Director 

Koches travels the state, 
working to coordinate events 

legislators to help build and 

interested in learning more 
about the CLG or joining can 
visit www.county.org/CLG. 

“We have a team that is second 
to none. They’re subject matter 
experts with good judgment 
and political savvy — they 
have extensive knowledge of 
the players, the process, the 
procedures, the rules and the procedures, the rules and the 
calendars. Collectively, we carry 
message of the county officials 

“We have a team that is second 
to none. They’re subject matter 

procedures, the rules and the 

Jan/Feb 2015 � county.org/magazine 25NOV./DEC. 201Jan/Feb 2015/DEC. 201Jan/Feb 20158Jan/Feb 20158Jan/Feb 2015★Jan/Feb 2015★Jan/Feb 2015 county.org/magazine�county.org/magazine� county.org/magazinecounty.org/magazine county.org/magazine 25252525

message of the county officials 

respectful’ is our way — the 
county way — of working,” 

the Texas Legislature 
will gavel in on Jan. 8, 

“We have a great team 
representing counties out 

at the Capitol this session. 
There’s a lot of expertise and 
a lot of talent,” said Legal and 
Legislative Services Director 
and General Counsel Garry 
Merritt. “But I mean it when I 
say the most important players 
on our team are the county 
officials who get engaged and 
stay involved in the Legislative 
process. Our whole staff is here 

*

message of the county officials 

respectful’ is our way — the 
county way — of working,” 

“We have a great team 
representing counties out 

at the Capitol this session. 



★ | County Magazine

26 NOV./DEC. 2018 ★ county.org/magazine

Courthouses
of Texas

Art DecoArt DecoTHE

A
rt Deco was the first widely popular architectural style that broke 
with the tradition of basing designs on earlier styles. It takes 
its name from the Exposition Internationale des Arts Decoratifs 
and Industriels Modernes, held in Paris in 1925, a showcase for 
original new works during what was then the modern, machine 

age. It became popular in the United States during the 1930s.
Art Deco buildings are characterized by their sleek, linear appearance 

and stylized, often geometric ornamentation. They also often feature a 
stepped back main façade; a series of building setbacks that create more 
dimension to an otherwsie simple façade. Bas-relief panels — featuring 
intricate designs carved to stand out from the stone — often placed above 
doors, between or above windows, and along roof edges are some of the 
most striking features on Art Deco buildings. 

Texas courthouses that reflect this style include Cottle, La Salle and 
Potter, all featured here. The courthouses of Houston County, Jefferson 
County, Kimble County, Menard County and Liberty County also exhibit 
Art Deco elements.

Editor’s note: This is the third in a series of photo essays highlighting architectural 
styles of Texas county courthouses. Photos are by Laura Skelding and text by Liz 
Carmack. Thanks to the Texas Historical Commission’s Texas Historic Courthouse 
Preservation program for its assistance with this series.
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Cottle County Courthouse
1930 – Paducah

Visitors entering the Cottle County Courthouse’s 
south doors walk below a large, arched window 
flanked by stepped towers. Two stylized figures above 
the window represent justice and liberty. Between 
them, an inscription reads, “To no one will we sell, 
deny or delay justice.” It is one of four inspirational 
quotes that mark the courthouse’s entrances. Others 
read, “He who seeks equity must do equity,” “He who 
comes here must come with clean hands,” and “There 
is nothing as powerful as the truth.” 

The brick and cast stone building, which was 
designed by Voelcker and Dixon and completed in 
1930, features four stories in a central, rectangular 
mass at the core of the building from which projects 
a series of stepped, two- and three-story building 
blocks. Stylized eagles look out from the corners of the 
building’s central block and a decorative cast stone 
frieze featuring the Texas star, a sunflower, acorn and 
stylized leaf runs around the top of the entire building.

Cottle County 
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Cottle County 
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La Salle County 

La Salle County Courthouse
1931 – Cotulla

The four-story La Salle County Courthouse blends several 
architectural styles with a strong emphasis on Art Deco 
through its ornamentation. Built of rough-scored, hard-
fired brick and cream-colored terra cotta, it was designed by 
Henry T. Phelps and completed in 1931. The gold-leaf spread 
eagles perched above each entrance are national symbols, 
representing freedom and strength. Decorative panels, 
between its second and first floor windows, feature stylized 
floral patterns in yellow and green around a shield with the 
letters “L” and “S.” 

La Salle County rededicated its courthouse on 2013, 
following a four-year restoration project with the assistance 
of two grant awards totaling $5,750,000 from the Texas 
Historical Commission’s Texas Historic Courthouse 
Preservation Program. The project preserved many original 
historic features, such as the steel windows, terrazzo tile 
floors and vault doors. It also replaced old window-mounted air 
conditioners with a new system of energy-efficient heat pumps. 

Cork and linoleum flooring matches the historic colors and 
patterns throughout the building. The gold and violet colors of 
the plaster walls and floors duplicate the architect’s original 
selections.
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La Salle County 
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Potter County Courthouse
1932 – Amarillo

The 1932 Potter County Courthouse is one of the state’s 
best-preserved and exceptional examples of Art Deco buildings 
in Texas, according to the Texas Historical Commission. 
The building, which is listed on the National Register of 
Historic Places, was designed by architects Townes, Lightfoot 
& Funk, who used a simple geometric design and stylized 
ornamentation.

The eight-story structure has five-story wing features in a 
vertical stepped design, and is constructed of cast stone and 
terra cotta. Decorative panels on its exterior include bas-relief 
artwork that speaks to the region’s history with longhorn 
steer heads and horns reminiscent of the longhorns of the XIT 
Ranch. 

Three plaques appear above the three main entrance doors. 
The central plaque dedicates the courthouse to the “Early 
settlers of this county.” The plaque over the left door reads, 
“Their efforts were tireless.” while the one over the right says, 
“Their courage was undaunted.” 

Many of the building’s original design elements remain 
intact, including the aluminum doors and hardware, light 
fixtures, and the sixty-nine Panhandle cattle brands (most 
from Potter County) that decorate its elevator doors. The 
county rededicated the courthouse in 2012 following a $15.5 
million restoration, which included nearly $5.5 million in 
grants through the Texas Historical Commission’s Historic 
Texas Courthouse Preservation Program.

Potter County 
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Potter County 
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THE 2018 
LEGISLATIVE 
CONFERENCE

2018  LEGISLATIVE 
CONFERENCE
August 29-31 / Fairmont Hotel / Austin

Your Voice.
Your County.

The Truth.

More than 500 county officials and 
staff from across the state gathered 
in Austin Aug. 29-31 for TAC’s 
annual Legislative Conference to 
learn about and discuss what the 
86th Legislature may hold in store 
for local government.

Attendees took in inspiring and 
informative general sessions, a raft 
of in-depth discussion sessions, 
mini-presentations on social media, 
a pre-conference session on the 
National Incident Management 
System and more. They discussed 
common concerns and got insights 
from experts and state leaders 
about some of the biggest issues 
facing counties and local taxpayers 
heading into the next legislative 
session, which begins Jan. 8, 2019.

During the three days in Austin, 
county officials heard from not 
only their peers in public service, 
but also from experts on a wide 
variety of issues and the legislators 
who worked on those issues at the 
Capitol. Here we recap of several 
the most noteworthy sessions and 
discussions.
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The 2018 TAC Legislative 
Conference in Austin began with 
some magical thinking – specifically 
Disney magic. Dennis Snow, a former 
executive with Disney took the stage 
after a warm introduction from 
TAC President Larry Gallardo with 
the intent to inspire and enlighten 
the audience with his speech 
“Delivering World-Class Service to 
Your Constituents; Lessons From the 
Mouse.” 

Upon taking to the podium, Snow 
asked by show of hands how many 
people in the audience had ever been 
to Disney World. “Has anyone been 
more than once, more than twice, 
three times, four times, etc.” As 
expected, many hands were raised. He 
then went on to ask whether anyone 
had visited the Orlando theme park 
in 1979. “The likelihood is that if 
you did, I was probably running one 
of the rides you were on.” He had 
been Captain Nemo, running the 

DELIVERING WORLD-CLASS 
SERVICE 

2018  LEGISLATIVE 
CONFERENCE
August 29-31 / Fairmont Hotel / Austin

Your Voice.
Your County.

The Truth.

submarines at the ride 20,000 Leagues 
Under the Sea. Eventually he worked 
his way into management in the early 
1980s. “It was a wonderful career I 
had with Disney for 20 years.”

Because Disney has been successful 
of creating loyalty, Snow believes 
county officials can take away key 
elements of their methods to also 
create a sense of loyalty between 
residents and the county offices that 
serve them. Whether running a 
theme park, operating an ice cream 
shop or overseeing a county, he said, 
there are some significant lessons 
that transcend specific industries and 
can be utilized by counties to create 
exceptional customer service.

How do you get your employees 
create that experience that drives 
the loyalty. “Your constituents have 
choices,” he said “Businesses have 
choices about where to set up, and 
people certainly have a choice about 
who their going to vote for.” You want 

to make your constituent feel your 
value by making them see how much 
you and your staff care.

You can design build create the 
most wonderful place in the world, 
but it takes people to make those 
experiences happen. Snow shared 
with the audience his top principles 
for making that loyalty. Before he did, 
though, he acknowledges there are 
difference between what Disney does 
and what counties do “I know you 
don’t’ work in a theme park,” he said. 
The crowd gave a pretty big laugh at 
that and exchanged knowing glances.

Look at Everything Through the 
Lens of the Constituent

Snow said most organizations don’t 
look through the lense of the customer, 
but it is very importnat to do so. 
Giving the example of furniture store 
deliveries – noting that they often 
give the time frame of the deliver as 
between 8 – 7. “Whose convenience 

By Anna McGarity

LESSONS FROM THE MOUSE
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are they concerned with? 
Whose lenses are they 
looking through,” he 
asked? “They are not 
looking through their 
customers’ eyes.”

On the flip side, he gave 
an example of a company 
that does this well — 
Southwest Airlines. 
“They understand the 
lens of their customer,” 
he said. They take the 
same boring safety 
messages that we have 
all heard a million times 
and they make them fun 
and entertaining. How 
much does that cost Southwest to do 
that? “Zero,” he said. The attendants 
have to give the speech, so it’s not 
about spending extra time or money, 
it’s about looking through the lens of 
the customer to make the experience 
better.

Pay Attention to the Details: 
Everything Speaks

Every detail matters, Snow said. 
Everything the customer sees, hears 
matters and will either be an enhancer 
to their experience or a detractor. He 
showed a photo of a hospital he had 
been to. Outside was a beautifully 
landscaped garden. They clearly spent 
a lot of time and money on its design 
and installation. But there was a 
discarded piece of trash right in the 
middle of it. “What are you looking at 
here,” he asked the crowd. “The trash,” 
he confirmed. 

He said at Disney they would call 
that a visual intrusion. “”It doesn’t 
take too many things like that before 
I start questioning the quality of 
everything else,” he said. Then he 
asked the county officials “I have to 
ask, what is the trash in your office? 
What is the thing whittling away that 
trust? As county officials, trust is 
everything.”

Another way to attend to the details 
is by recognizing the entire team in an 
organization needs to have a unified 
front. When a constituent complains 
about something, do not pass the 
blame on to a coworker. By saying “It 
was so-and-so’s fault,” you are putting 
a blemish on the entire office, eroding 
the trust of the constituent. 

He recommends sitting down with 
staff and coworkers to determinewhat 
are their office’s the visual detractors 
and address how to remove them. 
Then identify the enhancers and 
multiply them.

Create Moment of Wow
The real magic are in the little 

moments of wow, Snow said. It doesn’t 
have to be these massive overtures, it 
is all the little moments that add up. 
For example, when a constitute has an 
issue with something that gets taken 
care of, maybe the next day a staff 
member calls them back to ask “Is 
there anything else we can do to help?” 
It’s THAT simple, he said.

One way Disney made little 
moments of wow, he recounted, was 
that employees were encouraged to 
offer to take photos of guests when 
they saw them trying to take family 

photos. This was small, 
but made the guests “light 
up.”

Disney gets a lot of 
compliments, he said, 
because it seemed like 
the employees would do 
anything for a guest. 
“It’s actually just a little 
extra. But you multiply it 
by the number of times it 
happens, and that’s where 
the magic is,” he said.

“So, how do we build 
this into the consistency 
of our culture,” he asked? 
He shared results from a 
Gallop Poll survey about 

what customers expect from service. 
According to it, they expect you to 
know what you’re doing; that you do 
what you say you’re going to do; and 
that it is easy to do business with you. 
Once all those things are in place, the 
next thing is partnership — do they 
feel like you’re actually helping them 
do what they need to do? Then finally, 
the highest level of service you can 
provide is advice, he said. “If I know 
something now that I didn’t know 
before this interaction, that’s as good 
as service gets,” he said.

“Whether it’s at Disney or in 
a county office, it’s these three 
things that when done consistently, 
creates customer — or in your case, 
constituent — loyalty,” he said. Each 
person in a county office is there to 
serve their constituents. By looking 
at service through their eyes, paying 
attention to the details and offering 
little moments of wow will help county 
officials connect with the people they 
were elected to serve. *
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CREATIVE OUTREACH
OFFICIALS OFFER INSIGHTS ON HOW TO CONNECT WITH THE PUBLIC

By Liz Carmack

There’s no limit to the ways you  
can connect with your community 
through public outreach — from 
holding commissioners court meetings 
at high schools, to posting smartphone 
videos on Facebook, to creating a 
hashtag that rallies community 
charitable efforts.

Five officials across the state 
highlighted these and other creative 
outreach methods and shared how-to 
tips with attendees during August’s 
TAC Legislative Conference in Austin.

Former Ector County Judge and 
TAC Associate Executive Director and 
Judicial Education Program Manager 
Susan Redford moderated the panel 
discussion session, which closed the 
annual conference.

2018  LEGISLATIVE 
CONFERENCE
August 29-31 / Fairmont Hotel / Austin

Your Voice.
Your County.

The Truth.

FAQ Videos
Lubbock County  
Justice of the Peace 
Ann-Marie Carruth 

More than 2 
billion people are on 
Facebook, and 46 
percent of them use 
social media second 
only to Google as their 
news source, Lubbock 
County Justice of 
the Peace Ann-
Marie Carruth told 
the crowd. Counties 
should use the 
platform to reach their constituents 
and provide them with helpful 
information.

Carruth uses her smartphone to 
record short videos that answer the 
most frequent questions her office gets 
and posts them to her Facebook feed. 

“We try to post one each month 
so we can cut down on the number 
of calls we receive,” she said, and to 
demystify the county judicial system.

Video topics include: 
• How to file a petition for eviction
• Where to park at the courthouse
• Preparing for a trial

Lubbock County Justice of the Peace Ann-Marie Carruth shares short videos on her 
Facebook page to answer the most frequent questions her office receives, such as “Ho  
do I prepare for a trial?”

• Where to get an essential needs 
license

Carruth added a cautionary note, 
telling judges they need to be careful 
when posting on social media. 

“If you’re a judge, there are certain 
rules and ethical standards (you 
must follow),” she said. “I don’t engage 
with people. We post things that are 
informational, not legal advice.”

This summer, Carruth’s office also 
staged its first Court Camp. They 
hosted 18 students for a week-long 
tour of county government. Many 
students attending had expressed an 
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interest in becoming attorneys, and 
by the time they left the camp, they 
realized the county offers a variety of 
law-related career opportunities.

“We’ve tried to engage younger 
people like this … to make sure 
they’re learning early on the benefit of 
local government,” she said. 

High School Outreach
Webb County Judge Tano Tijerina

Webb County created a “Shadow 
the Judge” program, which invites 
more than a dozen juniors from eight 
Webb County high schools to spend 
a day with Webb County Judge Tano 
Tijerina, tour county offices and meet 
other officials and staff. 

Students start out “clueless” about 
county government, Tijerina said. “It’s 
been an eye opener for most of them.” 
The students also learn about career 
opportunities with the county as part 
of the program. 

The county also takes their work to 
the students. This year, for the first 
time, the Webb County Commissioners 
Court held a public meeting in a 
packed high school auditorium. 

Tijerina knew the effort it took to 
hold the meeting at the school was 
well worth it after a student who 
attended the meeting later expressed 
his appreciation to Tijerina and told 

Webb County Commissioners Court met this spring at Vidal M. Trevino School of Fine 
Arts and Communication before a crowd of over 250 students. They learned about the 
administrative side of county government and the different roles and responsibilities of 
county officials

him how much he learned from the 
experience.

Tijerina said the county plans 
to hold two commissioners court 
meetings in high schools in 2019 
— one in each of the county’s 
independent public school districts — 
during County Government Month  
in April. He said he expects as many 
as 1,500 students will attend the  
two meetings.

#adoptacounty
Glasscock County Judge Kim Halfmann

As Hurricane Harvey pounded the 
Texas coast in 2017, Glasscock County 
residents in West Texas approached 
County Judge Kim Halfmann and 
asked how they could help. As a 
result, the hashtag #adoptacounty  
was born. 

Halfmann introduced the hashtag 
on Facebook to focus attention on how 
counties unaffected by the storm could 
aid those counties that lay in its path.

“I used social media quite a bit 
to communicate with our county 
(residents) to get additional supplies,” 
she said.

Glasscock County initially sent two 
semi-trailers full of donated food and 
supplies to Chambers County after 
the judge asked Chambers County 
Clerk Heather Hawthorne what was 

needed. Halfmann 
then reached out to 
Jefferson County 
Judge Jeff Branick 
with the same 
question.

“Within five days 
after Harvey, we 
had a cooking crew 
from our county that 
loaded up half a beef 
and 600 chickens,” 
she said. “We sent a 
crew to Nederland 
and cooked for 24 
hours for volunteers.”

She said they then 
received a request 

to feed evacuees who were moving 
back into their previously flooded 
neighborhood. She wasn’t sure where 
they would get the food to help.

“I put a call out on Facebook and 
made a few calls, and within three 
hours we had almost 500 pounds of 
meat donated. We cooked 300 chickens 
that day and 250 pounds of barbecue 
to send with them,” Halfmann said. 
“We served approximately 6,000 meals 
over a week’s time.”

The #adoptacounty efforts continue, 
she said, with Glasscock County 
planning to send a trailer of toys to 
Chambers County this Christmas.

Halfmann said social media 
channels should be a county’s go-to 
during such crises. They’re invaluable 
to keep your community engaged and 
ask for help, she said. ❯

In 2017, Glasscock County Judge Kim Halfmann coined the 
hashtag #adoptacounty to help rally support locally and 
statewide to aid Gulf Coast counties struck by Hurricane 
Harvey.
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Nextdoor and More
Williamson County Sheriff Robert Chody

“Our goal is to give the law 
enforcement perspective through 
social media,” said Williamson County 
Sheriff Robert Chody. “It’s important 
to let the community know what our 
deputies are doing.”

Chody told attendees he and his 
deputies use several social media 
channels to connect with residents, 
particularly the younger ones they 
often deal with daily. 

“Each social media platform brings 
something different,” Chody said. He 
said his office uses Instagram and 
Snapchat to connect with a younger 
audience, Facebook for an older one, 
and Twitter to communicate with the 
news media. 

His office also uses Nextdoor to 
target information to individual 
subdivisions. For example, they posted 

a request to a neighborhood asking 
residents to stay indoors while their 
SWAT team handled a nearby threat. 

In another NextDoor post, the 
department shared an alert about a 
missing young person. “We had been 
looking for 30 minutes,” Chody said. 
“Once we posted on NextDoor, within 
10 minutes we had a community 
member saying, ‘I just saw that young 
man over here.’ We were able to 
quickly find the child, bring him home 
and get him the help he needed.”

He added a word of caution about 
social media use. “The difficulty is 
putting out info so quickly you don’t 
have an opportunity to vet that info 
like you want to. But the media and 
the public are pretty understanding if 
you are willing to retract it or correct 
it right away.” The rewards outweigh 
any risks, he said. “It’s been a great 
tool for us.” 

His office has also turned its K9 
unit into social media stars through 
photos and videos. “People love 
animals,” Chody said. “It’s built a 
bridge with the community. It’s built a 
bridge with our deputies.”

Many of his and his deputies’ posts 
are humorous. “It has paid dividends 
for us —created relationships in 
our community and with younger 
generations,” he said. “The community 
trusts us now. The media trusts us.”

Williamson County Sheriff Robert Chody and his deputies use 
multiple social media channels, including Instagram, to reach 
different audiences in their community.

County Guidebook
Washington County Clerk 
Beth Rothermel

Clerk Beth Rothermel 
aimed to track down 
every county clerk who 
had previously held that 
office. Two years later, 
her research project 
produced a 77-page  
book about that and  
much more. 

The spiral-bound 
publication grew to list 
those who have served 
in every other county 

office. It details Washington County 
history, provides current demographic 
information and includes summaries 
about the role of each office in  
county government.

“The more I found, the more I 
wanted to include,” Rothermel said. 

Rothermel’s fellow county officials 
pitched in to help with writing, 
proofing and binding. Input from 
officials also helped shape the content. 

For instance, County Commissioner 
Kirk Hanath asked if Rothermel 
could include details on when the 
commissioners court voted to grant 
a discount on payment of property 
taxes. That spurred her to research 
and include the county tax rates back 
to 1867.

The publication is free and available 
from county offices, the public library 
and on the county website. Rothermel 
said all the work was worth it. “I hope 
it will be the go-to spot for all things 
county government.” *

a request to a neighborhood asking 

aimed to track down 
every county clerk who 
had previously held that 
office. Two years later, 
her research project 
produced a 77-page  
book about that and  
much more. 

publication grew to list 
those who have served 
in every other county 

office. It details Washington County 

Two years of research 
by Washington 
County Clerk Beth 
Rothermel and help 
from fellow county 
officials produce  
a 77-page book 
about Washington 
County’s history, 
county government 
departments and 
more.
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TEXAS COUNTIES DELIVER 
STORY BOOTH VIDEOS

2018  LEGISLATIVE 
CONFERENCE
August 29-31 / Fairmont Hotel / Austin

Your Voice.
Your County.

The Truth.

County officials from across the state stopped by the 
Texas Counties Deliver Story Booth during the TAC 
Legislative Conference to record two-minute videos about 
how their counties deliver, how unfunded mandates affect 
them and more.

Each official received a copy of their video to share on 
their social media feeds. TAC also posted several on our 
YouTube channel and Facebook feed at www.YouTube.com/
texascounties and www.facebook/texascounties.

Darrell Cockerham, Hood County Judge
Glen Whitley, Tarrant County Judge
Patti Henry, Chambers County District Clerk
Heather Hawthorne, Chambers County Clerk
Bruce Wood, Kaufman County Judge
Carlos Pereda, Zavala and Dimmit County Auditor
Joe Brown, Erath County Commissioner
Matt Pruitt, Young County Commissioner
Tammy Biggar, Fannin County Clerk
David Bryant, Yoakum County Sheriff
Barbara Walker, Grimes County Commissioner
Joyce Hudman, Brazoria County Clerk
Sara Canady, Wilson County Justice of the Peace
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Rentals • Sales • Parts • Service
PAVING • COMPACTION • EXCAVATORS
AIR COMPRESSORS • PUMPS • LOADERS

SOIL STABILIZERS • BOOM TRUCKS
COMPACT MILLING MACHINES • DOZERS

CRUSHING • HOTBOX/RECYCLERS

www.kirby-smith.com
888.861.0219

Abilene Amarillo Dallas
877.577.5729 800.283.1247 800.753.1247

Ft. Worth Kansas City Lubbock
877.851.9977 877.851.5729 866.289.6087

Odessa Oklahoma City St. Louis
877.794.1800 800.375.3339 866.279.1392

Tulsa
800.375.3733

Not all makes and models available at all locations.

In all areas of construction, our products offer
the flexibility and performance you need to take

your business to the next level.
Easily handle any type of job in the governmental

market with Kirby-Smith Machinery.

Joe Brown, Erath County Commissioner

Sara Canady, Wilson County Justice of the Peace

Barbara Walker, Grimes County Commissioner
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THE SHORT AND LONG OF IT: 
DISASTER RECOVERY LESSONS 

FROM HURRICANE HARVEY
By Roland Gilbert

2018  LEGISLATIVE 
CONFERENCE
August 29-31 / Fairmont Hotel / Austin

Your Voice.
Your County.

The Truth.

It’s been more than a year since Hurricane Harvey 
slammed into the Texas coast causing $125 billion in 
damage. For many still seeking stable and affordable 
housing, life is far from normal. Recovery takes time. A 
very long time. Years.

Such went a frank discussion at the TAC Legislative 
Conference in Austin Aug. 29-31. Two breakout panelists 
spoke candidly about their work and engaged county 
officials during a lively Q&A: Pete Phillip, the Sr. Deputy 
Director of Community Development and Revitalization 
with the Texas General Land Office (GLO), and Ginny 
Lewis, the Executive Director of the Texas Association of 
Regional Councils (TARC).

“Response saves lives,” said Phillips. “Recovery rebuilds 
lives.” The immediate response to Harvey was remarkable. 
But when short- and long-term recovery languishes, due 
in part to “layers upon layers of federal requirements,” as 
Lewis put it, things need to improve. Quickly.

Phillips spent 28 years working for the federal 
government, gaining valuable experience. But nothing 
prepared him for Harvey. The disaster exposed a 
fragmented and complex web of federal agencies.

Texas has seen progress, though. The GLO, working 
between federal agencies and local authorities, executed 

a State Action Plan overseeing $5.02 billion in recovery 
funds. $4.73 billion more is on the way.

That’s a lot of money. But it can be hard for counties to 
get that money and put it to use. Between a redundant 
application process, audits and a lot of hurry-up-and-
wait, federal agencies appear to create an unfortunate 
bottleneck.

At the state level, the GLO has committed to manage the 
short- and long-term housing issue. Other GLO programs 
include affordable rentals, homeowner assistance, 
homeowner reimbursement, local infrastructure and 
economic revitalization.

At the same time, Phillips is focusing on three goals for 
the GLO: Become a good partner, simplify the process and 
train people.

A Good Partnership
Phillips is well aware of the criticism the GLO receives 

and welcomes direct communication with local officials. 
In fact, in the wake of Harvey, the GLO collaborated with 
county commissioners, judges, mayors, city managers and 
others to publish a “lessons learned” report.

The 46-page “Hurricane Harvey: Texas at Risk” 
report contains 18 policy recommendations for all levels 
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of government. The report’s purpose, as stated in the 
executive summary, is to “better protect Texans when the 
next disaster strikes.” Improving recovery efforts is the 
ultimate goal.

One recommendation proposes that the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) rewrite its 
formula for fund allocation to municipal and county 
governments. Under the current formula, low- and 
moderate-income people do not receive enough direct aid.

The report also recommends consolidating the disaster 
housing programs of the Federal Emergency Management 
Association (FEMA), HUD and the Small Business 
Association (SBA) into one. Competing missions and 
business systems, it argues, slows the temporary housing 
response.

Download the full report at www.recovery.texas.gov. 

A Simpler Process
“Ninety percent of recovery money comes from the federal 

government,” said Lewis. “With those programs come all of 
the federal requirements.” Chasing all those agencies down 
separately is not only laborious, but it’s also maddening. 
They simply do not make it easy.

For one thing, the government loves its acronyms. CDBG-
DR, DOB, AFFH, HUD DRGR, URA. Yes, those are real 
things. Combine obscure references with patchy entities, 
and you get one colossal mess. They can confuse even the 
most seasoned governmental veteran.

The GLO made finding help more straightforward with a 
brand-new, easy-to-navigate website featuring centralized 
information — the same website mentioned earlier: www.
recovery.texas.gov.

It offers easy access to streamlined information including 
GLO programs, resources, HUD requirements, reports, 
training topics, action plans and disaster preparedness 
tips. By simply creating a login account, 
anyone can have full access to real-time 
collaboration and updates.

Disaster Recovery Institute
“The FEMA Institute has a bunch 

of courses on response,” said Phillips. 
“[Only] a couple on the National Disaster 
Recovery Framework. That’s it. That’s 
inadequate.”

Another recommendation from the 
report calls for the State of Texas to 
establish a permanent disaster recovery 
training center. The GLO is already 
stepping up to the plate.

The beginnings of a Disaster Recovery 
Institute are coming together. The GLO 
is partnering with FEMA, HUD, the 
Department of Defense and Health and 
Human Services to develop its curriculum.

Miles to Go for the GLO
Hurricane Harvey was a Category 4 storm when it hit 

Texas on Aug. 25, 2017. It was the second most destructive 
hurricane on record, behind only Katrina in 2005. 
Response teams have long left the area. Yet the GLO and 
scores of other groups remain to continue Texas’ recovery 
journey —  one day, one week, one month at a time.

The GLO, it seems, has one foot planted in the present, 
one in the future. Recovery efforts do not take a day off. 
Neither does the need to learn from the experience and 
plan for next time.

As of this writing, the GLO is still waiting on Federal 
Register notices about the additional $4.73 billion. The 
GLO calculates that Texas’ remaining unmet need is over 
$100 billion. *

FACT:

*NHTSA’s National Center for Statistics and Analysis

Download the full NHTSA Traffic 
Safety Facts - Young Drivers report at 
www.county.org/judicial/resources

1,908 young drivers (15-20 
years) were killed in motor 
vehicle crashes in 2016.*
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SCHOOL FINANCE:  
THE ELEPHANT IN THE 

PROPERTY TAX EQUATION
By Joel Nihlean

2018  LEGISLATIVE 
CONFERENCE
August 29-31 / Fairmont Hotel / Austin

Your Voice.
Your County.

The Truth.

Tarrant County Judge Glenn Whitley 
made waves talking about the state’s 
role in rising property taxes earlier 
this year. Armed with hard numbers 
and hard truths about the state’s school 
finance system, he put a renewed focus 
on how Texas funds education.  

Whitley’s message is simple: surging 
property taxes are a direct result of 
the state’s school finance system, not 
cities and counties. Local property 
taxpayers are picking up billions 
more for public schools while the state 
spends billions less. And it’s by design.

“In the last session of the 
Legislature, the House tried to put 
more money into public education. 
The Senate tried to reduce it by about 
$2.5 billion. But the budget that 
they ultimately ended up passing 
was based upon the assumption that 
property taxes would go up 14 percent 
in fiscal year ‘18 and ’19,” Whitely said 
at TAC’s 2018 Legislative Conference 
in August.
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Public education is the most 
significant part of the property tax 
bill, and it keeps getting bigger. Rising 
property values have allowed the state 
to reduce its share of funding. The 
amount property taxpayers pay to 
fund schools, though, is growing.  

In 2019, according to the Legislative 
Budget Board’s (LBB) “Fiscal Size-
Up: 2018-19 Biennium,” the state 
contribution will drop to 35 percent. 
Federal aid from several agencies 
covers another 9.5 percent. Local 
property taxpayers will pick up the 
remaining 55.5 percent. 

As recently as 2008, the state 
and local contributions to fund K-12 
education were closer to a 50-50 split. 
The state put in 44.9 percent and 
local property taxpayers covered 44.8 
percent. It came to roughly $18 billion 
apiece. The feds covered the rest.

Since that time, the state’s student 
population has boomed — about 
800,000 more kids in the last decade. 

The LBB estimates the state’s 
contribution will increase to about $19 
billion in 2019. Local school districts 
contributions will balloon to $30 
billion. 

It’s billions more in spending — 
almost entirely shouldered by property 
taxpayers — but that’s not the whole 
story. 

“Legislators will say, ‘Overall, we’re 
spending more on education than 
we ever have,’” said Dr. Catherine 
Clark, a school finance expert who 
joined Whitley at TAC’s Legislative 
Conference to help attendees 
understand the system. “We’re adding 
80,000 students every year. Of course, 
we’re spending more. But, on a per-
student basis, we’re not.”

The LBB projects per-student 
state funding in 2019 to be almost 
19 percent lower than in 2010 after 
adjusting for inflation. Per-student 
funding in constant dollars drops from 
$9,844.73 in 2010 to $7,983.52 in 2019.

The Solution at the Center of 
the Problem

The current property tax 
imbalance was set in motion by a 
cobbled-together and complicated 
set of policies and funding formulas, 
commonly known as Robin Hood, plus 
a booming real estate market. In some 
ways, Texas is a victim of its own 
success.

The Robin Hood program was 
as a response to the 1993 Texas 
Supreme Court ruling in Edgewood 
Independent School District v. Kirby 
on school finance. Before the ruling, 
the wealthiest school districts in 
Texas were able to raise as much as 
nine times the funding as the lowest 
wealth districts, according to the 
Center for Public Policy Priorities.

To smooth out funding disparities, 
the Legislature told high wealth 
school districts which were able to 
raise more property tax revenue — 
often with far lower rates — that 
they would need to share that excess 
wealth. Texas decided to “recapture” 
property tax revenue from what was 
deemed property-wealthy districts and 
distribute it to property-poor districts.  

The state provides options for 
spreading the wealth around. 
Districts can consolidate with another 
school district, detach property from 
their district, create a regional taxing 
jurisdiction, choose to fund programs 
of another low-wealth school district, 
or they can send the money off to the 
Texas Education Agency (TEA). 

Most of the options are complicated 
and unpopular according to Clark, 
who has nearly 40 years of experience 
in education policy and research, 
including work for Texas Association 
of School Boards (TASB) and time as 
the director of research at the Charles 
A. Dana Center at the University of 
Texas at Austin.

“In practical effect, they write a 
check to the state,” she said. 

The state takes into account many 
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factors when determining how much ❯ 
funding each school district needs, 
and by extension, when they have 
too much. The ultimate goal of the 
calculations is to make sure that a 
student’s educational opportunities 
aren’t determined by where they grow 
up. 

It starts with a funding floor, 
known as the foundation. TEA sets a 
guaranteed funding level per student 
so that they meet state academic 
standards. A formula weighs various 
student and district needs.  A few 
of the factors that affect the final 
funding numbers include the number 
of English language learners, 
gifted and talented students and 

The ultimate goal of the calculations is to make sure 
that a student’s educational opportunities aren’t 
determined by where they grow up.

economically disadvantaged students, 
as well as district size and differing 
costs of labor. 

If a district cannot raise enough 
property tax revenue to meet their 
foundation level, the state steps 
in to supply the rest. This funding 
increasingly comes from other 
property taxpayers around the state. 

“The system the state uses to fund 
school districts and equalize funding 
are based on the property that school 
districts have. When property values 
are higher, state aid is lower. When 
property values are lower, state aid is 
higher. That’s the basic mechanism,” 
Clark said. “And that is what has led 
us to an enormous problem, both in 

perception and reality.”
When Robin Hood was first enacted, 

33 school districts were subject to the 
program, and it brought in about $130 
million. 

Clark said the state is supposed to 
study the cost of educating students 
and various other elements of school 
funding every other year, and report 
the findings to the Legislature to 
adjust funding formulas. She says this 
hasn’t happened in about 12 years. 
Since then, the number of recapture 
districts swelled.

Today, more than 400 school 
districts are subject to recapture. 
The state expects roughly $5 billion 
to come back to the state through the 
program in 2018. 

The plan has been in and out of 
court since implementation, once even 
being declared an unconstitutional 
state property tax in 2005. 

But the Robin Hood plan works — 
sort of. 

In the 2015 Morath v. Texas 
Taxpayer & Student Fairness 
Coalition case, the Texas Supreme 
Court noted that Clark had concluded 
the gap between rich and poor had 
closed significantly by the 2013-14 
school year. 

According to Clark’s calculations, 
the wealthiest districts averaged 
$6,708 per student, compared to 
$5,801 for property-poor districts — a 
ratio of 1.16.

“When your constituents tell you, 
and tell school boards, that property 
taxes are too high, it’s not because 
the system isn’t working,” Clark said. 
“It’s because Texas has outgrown the 
system and maybe we need something 

“When your constituents tell you, and tell school boards, that property taxes are 
too high, it’s not because the system isn’t working,” Clark said. “It’s because 
Texas has outgrown the system and maybe we need something new.”
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new.” ❯
The Property Wealth Paradox

Many districts now classified as 
property wealthy do not have  
wealthy residents. 

Austin Independent School 
District (AISD) is the largest single 
contributor to the recapture program. 
It has sent more than $3 billion in 
property tax dollars to the state 
since 1994. According to the Texas 
Tribune’s Texas Public Schools 
Explorer database, 53.3 percent of 
AISD students are economically 
disadvantaged, and nearly a third are 
English language learners.

“We’ve all heard that just throwing 
money at this is not the answer,” 
Whitley said. 

The numbers, Whitley believes, tell 
a more complicated story. 

Six of the top 10 states by average 
funding per student are also ranked 
as having top National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
performance scores. Texas is ranked 
42 in spending, and 31 in NAEP 
performance. 

“As a Texan, I’m not sure I’m 
happy with either number, but let’s 
give teachers credit for the fact that 
at number 42 in funding, they’re 
performing at 31.”

About two-thirds of the top 20 
states by spending on students are 
also in the top 
20 in student 
performance, 
according to 
Whitley.

“It may not 
be directly 
determined based 
on what you 
spend, but that 
has at least some 
effect on it,” said 
Whitley. “There’s 
something there.”

According to 
the National 
Education 

Association (NEA), Texas spent about 
$2,300 less per student than the 
national average in the 2017-18 school 
year. 

Per-student funding isn’t the only 
way money shows up as a factor in 
student performance. Sixty percent 
of the students in the average school 
district in Texas are economically 
disadvantaged, and 20 percent are 
English language learners. 

The 30 top performing school 
districts in Texas are spending about 
$550 more per year on each student 
than the average school district. 
These districts also have low numbers 
of economically disadvantaged 
students. None are more than 20 
percent economically disadvantaged, 
according to Whitley.

Whitley pointed to a column by 
Texas economist Dr. Ray Perryman 
where he praised Texas for high 
rankings in CNBC’s state-by-state 
measures of competitiveness. Texas 
was top in infrastructure and 
economy, he said, but 31 in quality of 
life and 37 in education. 

“We’re not going to continue to be 
number one in attracting businesses 
if we don’t find a way to address how 
we’re going to educate economically 
disadvantaged kids. That’s where  
the wheels begin to come off,”  
said Whitley.

Following the Money
It’s important to note that the 

local property tax dollars the state 
is recapturing don’t supplement 
state dollars for school funding, they 
supplant them. According to Eva 
DeLuna at the Center for Public Policy 
Priorities, the state’s contribution — 
once nearly half — could be as little as 
32 percent by 2021.

As more money from recapture 
comes in, less state money goes out. 
When Texans living in school districts 
subject to recapture send local 
property tax dollars to the state, those 
dollars may end up being spent on 
programs that have nothing to do  
with education.

“People say, ‘Okay, $4,000 for my 
property taxes. Well, it’s for the kids,’” 
Clark said. “Well, it may not be for 
the kids in their district. It may not 
be for kids at all. Those recaptured 
dollars go to the state as general fund 
money and replace what would have 
otherwise been state aid.”

Legislators get an estimate of how 
much money will come into the state 
through recapture as they prepare 
the state’s budget. The rising property 
values that drive recapture have been 
a windfall to the state.

“The bottom line is that they’re 
not putting as much money in. As 

they’ve had to put 
less money into 
schools, they’ve 
put it in the Rainy 
Day Fund, then 
turned around 
and pointed 
fingers at [local 
governments], 
and said ‘they’re 
raising the 
property taxes.’” 

As school 
property taxes go 
up, property taxes 
from the local 
level are paying 
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for more and more of the maintenance 
and operations (M&O) costs. 
According to Whitley, if the money 
adding up in the Rainy Day Fund had 
instead been used to offset M&O, it 
would have reduced those costs by 15 
percent per year from 2016-2019.

In early 2018, Whitley started 
pointing to the school finance system 
as the elephant in the room. It was 
the pressure behind rising property 
tax bills and rising tax angst. He 
hammered on it at nearly every 
speaking engagement he had. 

It earned him news coverage across 
the state and raised the ire of his local 
legislative delegation. A state senator 
even walked out midway through his 
talks. One headline read, “For One 
Republican, A Day of Truth-Telling 
About Texas, Schools and Taxes.”

The next week, the Tarrant County 
state senate delegation penned a  
letter to the editor of the Fort Worth 
Star-Telegram. In it, they wrote  
that Whitley told “a bald-faced lie 
about the state budget and local 
property taxes.” 

“Let’s set the record straight,” they 
continued. “Local property tax rates 
are set by locally elected officials. 
Period.” The statement is not untrue, 
but not the whole story either, 
according to Whitley.

“After I kind of got into this and 
had four state senators write a letter 
calling me a liar, I said to myself I 
better learn a little bit more about 
this. So, I asked some CFOs of school 
districts why don’t you just lower the 
tax rate?’”

The truth is, many school districts 
can’t lower the tax rate and expect 
the state to step in and fill in the rest. 
If they do, the state may take money 
away from the school district. The 
state requires that districts raise a 
certain amount of money. 

“I started talking with the school 
districts about their ability to lower 
the rate. Well, if they lower the rate, 
they get a double whammy. The state 
won’t give them as much money — 
they penalize them. Fort Worth ISD 
actually moved two pennies from debt 
service to M&O, so they raised more 
money locally and the state gave them 
more money because they did that.”

TEA recently sent a letter out to 
the school districts reminding them of 
their obligation: “The Texas Education 
Agency will ensure that all school 
districts are raising their required 
local share of the Foundation School 
Program before flowing Foundation 
School Fund payments.”

“So, if [school districts] lower your 
rate, they probably aren’t going to get 

any state funds,” said Whitley.
The policies also don’t incentivize 

lowering tax rates. In some cases,  
they incentivize raising even more 
local revenue.

School districts with M&O tax rate 
of $1.04 or more per $100 of assessed 
property value need voter permission 
to raise their rates. All but 43 of the 
state’s 1,020 school districts have 
rates of at least $1.04. 

There is also a M&O cap of $1.17  
per $100 of assessed property value. 
As of 2017, more than half of the 
state’s school districts were already 
maxed out.

Many districts are at their current 
rates to meet their required local share 
of the Foundation School Program. 
And for those districts above $1.04 
and subject to recapture, there is little 
incentive to lower the tax rate. On the 
other hand, raising it again for any 
reason would trigger a tax ratification 
election. So, there is little incentive to 
alter the tax rate in either direction.

State Funding Solutions and 
Local Decisions

Whitley says he firmly believes that 
the property tax debate, as some state 
leaders frame it, is part of a plan to 
do away with local decision-making 
authority. ❯ 
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“We’re losing Speaker Straus. In 
my opinion, that’s what saved all of us 
for the last 10 years. And if we don’t 
take up the mantle, if we don’t start 
confronting our state representatives 
and our state senators, and tell them 
we’re tired of them pointing the finger 
at us and saying we are the problem, 
then we’re going to end up suffering 
mightily under the next session of the 
Legislature,” Whitley said.

He said providing real property tax 
relief that taxpayers will feel isn’t 
necessarily politically easy, but if 
lowering property taxes is the goal, 
fixing school finance is the only  
path forward.

“The state does need to step up. 
What I would suggest — instead 
of figuring out what the locals will 
contribute — the state should set their 
amount per student for M&O and look 
at some facility adjustments. Have 
them pay half of that, and then say to 
the districts, ‘now you go out and raise 
the other half.’ That will really leave 
it to the school boards to make their 
decisions.”

The state stepping in and bringing 
its contribution back up will lower 
taxes. That requires money. To get 
back to the 50-50 state and local  
split of 2008, where each contributed 
45 percent of the cost, the state  
would need to find several billion 
dollars more in the budget on an 
ongoing basis.

Whitley believes a close look at tax 
exemptions and an expansion of the 
sales tax would more than cover what 
the state needs. With the taxation 
of internet sales on the horizon for 
Texas, an expansion of sales tax could 
even lead to a lower sales tax rate. 

“I think we need to look at property 

taxes from the standpoint of what the 
exemptions are and if some of those 
need to be sunset like we do with 
certain commissions and agencies. I 
think we need to broaden the services 
we tax. Right now, it’s manufacturing. 
If we were to broaden it to include 
services, that doesn’t mean it needs to 
stay at 6.25 percent or 8.25 percent — 
depending on where you are — it could 
come down a little bit, because we’re 
broadening who gets a chance to pay 
that.”

The other benefit of the sales tax is 
it’s not just paid by Texans. 

“Texas is a tourism state,” Whitley 
said. “A lot of people come here. I’d be 
glad to take any Yankee’s money that 
comes down here, in the form of sales 
tax, and keep it here and use it here. 
That’s one of the advantages on the 
sales tax.”

Property tax relief has been top of 
mind for both local and state officials 
for several years now. 

“For about the last 10 years there 
has been a lot more finger-pointing 
and calling us [local governments] the 
liberal spenders than there has been 
work addressing the issue,” Whitley 
lamented.

The state’s share of funding for 
school districts has dropped year after 
year. Some state leaders have blamed 
local elected officials for rising local 
property taxes. They’ve proposed 
revenue caps for cities and counties. 

Sen. Paul Bettencourt (R-Houston), 
who chairs the Senate Select 
Committee on Property Tax Reform 
and Relief, has led this charge. He’s 
compared city and county property tax 
collections over the last decade to the 
growth of median household income. A 
chart displayed at committee hearings 

shows county property tax collections 
up 71 percent, while median income 
rose just 29 percent. 

The graph is dramatic, technically 
true, and, according to economist 
Matthew Gardner, a senior fellow 
at the Institute for Taxation and 
Economic Policy as quoted by the 
Dallas Morning News, “worse  
than meaningless.”

“In case you don’t remember from 
your math classes, median is the 
middle number,” said Whitley. “I can 
have 100 numbers, and regardless 
of their value, median is the fiftieth 
number. The average is to take all 100 
of those numbers, add them up and 
divide by 100. So, the average in these 
instances is most likely going to be 
significantly higher.”

Whitley, who is a certified public 
accountant by trade, did the math. 

“In Tarrant County, over the last 10 
years I did the look-back. The tax levy 
has increased on average about four 
percent. Average income has increased 
about six percent. So, it kind of blew a 
hole in their little theory,” he said.

During the last legislative session, 
Rep. Dennis Bonnen repeatedly 
emphasized that revenue caps may 
slow revenue growth for cities and 
counties, but provide “not an ounce 
of property tax relief. Anyone who 
is suggesting that is giving you bad 
information,” he said.

“We can talk a lot about things that 
will slow the growth,” Whitley said, 
“but we’re not talking about things 
that will reduce property taxes, and if 
we’re going to reduce property taxes, 
then I think that’s where we’ve got 
to begin to look at the exemptions 
and sales tax, we’ve got to look at the 
state’s share of M&O, and maybe even 
some of the facilities costs — the I&S.” 

Whitley says his elevator pitch on 
property taxes is a simple six words he 
hopes the Legislature can get behind. 

“I want to lower your taxes,” he said. 
“It’s that simple.” *

If lowering property taxes is the goal, fixing school 
finance is the only path forward.



TEXAS COUNTIES DELIVER 
CAMPAIGN RESOURCES
www.county.org/texascountiesdeliver
Order posters, brochures and other 
tools to help improve the public’s 
understanding of county government. 

TIPS FOR DOWNLOADING AND 
SHARING RESOURCES

How to download and share TAC’s  
fun and informative videos:
www.county.org/tcdvideos
Choose from more than a dozen videos 
to download and share.

How to download the customizable 
PowerPoint and script:
www.county.org/texascountiesdeliver
Click “Tools” to get to the Print 
and Digital Tools page. Scroll to 
find the “Texas Counties Deliver: 
Effective, Efficient, Local Solutions” 
customizable PowerPoint presentation 
and script. Right click on “PowerPoint 

presentation” and click “save link as” 
to save to your desktop. Do the same 
with the accompanying script.

How to download and share the 
infographics on social media:
www.county.org/texascountiesdeliver
Click “Tools” to get to the Print and 
Digital Tools page. Scroll to find the 
“Infographics” link and click to see 
that page. Use the buttons underneath 
each infographic to download a copy 
of the infographic to your desktop, and 
share it on Facebook or Twitter.

How to share the videos with news media:
www.youtube.com/TexasCounties 
Email the link above to your local and 
regional news outlets.
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We’re happy to assist; just email 
txcountiesdeliver@county.org.
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             START HERE 

July 2018



★ | Information Program | 

54 NOV./DEC. 2018 ★ county.org/magazine

Data about counties, by County Information 
Program Senior Analyst Tim Brown

Texas has changed a lot over 
the last few years. We’ve 
experienced an economic 

downturn, the start of the fracking 
boom and roller coaster oil prices. Yet, 
the state keeps growing.

According to the U.S. Census 
Bureau (Bureau), 25,145,561 people 
were residing in Texas as of April 
1, 2010. The Bureau estimated that 
by July 1, 2017, the number grew to 
28,304,596 — a 12.6 percent increase 
in just over seven years. 

Of course, those numbers 
represent the state’s total population. 
Unfortunately, the Bureau won’t 
release state or county population 
estimates for 2018 until next year 
(estimates always refer to past 
population, for future population 
numbers you should refer to 
population projections such as  
those produced by the Texas 
Demographic Center). 

However, the Texas Workforce 
Commission (TWC) produces  
monthly estimates of the labor force 
(see the highlight box below), how 
many of the people in the labor force 
are either employed or unemployed, 
and the unemployment rate. And they 
do that for every county!

Still, TWC produces estimates, not 
projections. Therefore, as of early 
October, data for August 2018 is the 
most recent available. 

Map 1 shows how each county’s 
labor force changed from August 
2010 to August 2018. Why start with 
August 2010? The TWC changed its 
methodology for creating a break 
in the series between December 
2009 and January 2010. Due to the 
difficulties associated with trying to 

A Shifting Labor Force Makes 
Texas Top State for Business

compare estimates produced by two 
different methods, we will stick with 
the recent data. 

By using the same month from 
both years, we avoid any issues 
that might arise from seasonal jobs 
or the movement of people who do 
not maintain a single year-round 
residence (e.g., college students and 
migrant farm workers).

The ratios displayed on Map 1 
represent the estimated number of 
people employed by each county as 
of August 2018, divided by the same 
estimate for August 2010. Thus, 
positive numbers indicate an increase 
in the number of people employed 
within the county while negative 

numbers show a 
decrease. 

For example, 
Dimmit County 
appears in dark 
blue because 
they have the 

highest ratio in the state. Their ratio of 
2.0536 indicates that, for every person 
employed in the county as of August 
2010, there are now 2.0536 such 
people. In other words, the county’s 
employed labor force increased by 
105.36 percent. 

Similarly, the map reveals that 
the number of workers in many 
counties decreased over this period. 
For example, King County has a 
ratio of 0.6367, the lowest in the 
state. This means that the number 
of people in the county’s labor force 
decreased by 36.33 percent in eight 
years. Obviously, many other counties 
suffered the same fate; 81 counties 
appear in orange, indicating a 
decrease of at least 5 percent in their 
labor force. 

The 67 counties shown in light 
orange show a relatively static labor 
force that changed by less than 5 
percent in either direction, either up 
or down.

© County Information Program, 
Texas Association of Counties

Work Force

63.67 – 95.00%
95.01 – 105.00%
105.01 – 110.00%
110.01 – 115.00%
115.01 – 205.36%

Map 1: A Changing Workforce, August 2010–August 2018

The Bureau of Labor Statistics defines the labor force as the sum 
of employed and unemployed persons. The agency further states, 
“Persons who are neither employed nor unemployed are not in the 
labor force. This category includes retired persons, students, those 
taking care of children or other family members, and others who are 
neither working nor seeking work.”
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Data about counties, by County Information 
Program Senior Analyst Tim Brown

Clearly, the Dallas-Fort Worth, 
Houston and Austin-San Antonio 
areas drove much of the growth 
as evidenced by the substantial 
percentage increases in the counties 
around them. But, surprisingly there 
was significant growth, at least on a 
percentage basis, in the counties near 
the southeast corner of New Mexico. 
The resurgence of drilling in the 
Permian Basin likely triggered  
this growth. 

All of which begs the question, what 
has happened to the unemployment 
rate? Map 2 shows the unemployment 
rate by county for August 2010 as 
provided by TWC. 

According to the U.S. Energy 
Information Administration, the spot 
price of West Texas Intermediate 
(WTI) crude oil in Cushing, Okla., 
had risen from the Dec. 23, 2008, 
low of $30.28 and was hovering a bit 
under $80 per barrel by August 2010. 
During that month, WTI peaked 
on Aug. 3 at $82.52 before falling to 
$71.24 on Aug. 24.

© County Information Program, 
Texas Association of Counties

Work Force

3.60 – 2.50%
2.51 – 5.00%
5.01 – 7.50%
7.51 – 10.00%
10.01 – 18.80%

Map 2: Unemployment Rate, August 2010

The housing market, much like 
the overall economy, had numerous 
issues. The Texas Real Estate Center 
notes that the number of houses sold 
statewide was down to 17,831 in 
August 2010 from 30,402 in August 
2006. Meanwhile, the total value of 
homes sold decreased from $5.6 billion 
to $3.5 billion over the same period. 

Unsurprisingly, the unemployment 
rate, seen in Map 2, reflected the 
overall economy. In August 2010, 
the unemployment rate exceeded 10 
percent in 31 counties and dipped 
below 5 percent in only 13 counties. 

By August 2018, the situation had 
reversed, more or less, as seen in Map 
3. By then, only one county had an 
unemployment rate remaining in the 
double digits; Zavala County’s rate 
improved from 16.0 percent in August 
2010 to 10.0 percent in August 2018. 

Meanwhile, the number of counties 
with unemployment rates below 
5 percent grew to 212 by August 
2018. That trend will likely continue 
since the U.S. Labor Department 

reported on Oct. 5 that the national 
unemployment rate fell to 3.7 percent 
in September, a 48-year low.

Curiously, the spot price of WTI 
peaked at $70.25 on Aug. 30 — below 
the lowest prices seen in August 2010 
— and that’s before adjusting  
for inflation. 

However, overall, the economy 
appears to be in much better shape 
as evidenced by improvements in 
the housing market. Almost twice as 
many houses were sold statewide in 
August 2018 as in August 2010; a total 
of 34,069 houses sold for almost $9.9 
billion during the more recent month. 

In the last eight years, the state 
population grew by more than 3 
million people, 12.6 percent, while the 
unemployment rate dropped in every 
one of our 254 counties. Maybe CNBC 
was right to rank Texas as America’s 
top state for business in 2018. *

© County Information Program, 
Texas Association of Counties

Work Force

1.90 – 2.50%
2.51 – 5.00%
5.01 – 7.50%
7.51 – 10.00%
10.01 – 10.00%

Map 3: Unemployment Rate, August 2018
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Want a slice  
of the pie?
Since 2006, BuyBoard® has 
rebated more than $26 million to 
members—$5.8 million in 2014–15 
alone. And members get a second 
helping with vendor direct rebates.

BuyBoard—a trusted, transparent 
source of cooperative purchasing.

buyboard.com  • 800.695.2919



Texas Association of Counties
County Information Resources Agency

Redesigned Epay Program for  
CIRA Members
The electronic payments program (Epay) began 
in 2006 and allows counties to process electronic 
payments via an online payment portal or by phone. 
The new Epay program offers enhanced online 
payment options, phone (IVR) payments and 
kiosks. The program features two vendors to choose 
from: Forte Payments and ACI Worldwide (Official 
Payments). Both vendors meet PCI Compliance 
standards and provide online payment services at 
no cost to CIRA members. Both vendors also offer 
secure and easy to use online payment processing, 
reporting tools, and customer support to members. 

Key Benefits:

• 24/7 payment processing via online portal
• Dedicated customer support through either 

vendor 
• Secure transmission of payment data
• Convenient and easy for citizens to make 

payments
• Reporting tools for county financial records

More info and participation forms are available  
at www.cira.state.tx.us/Epay.

SUPPORTING THOSE WHO SERVE
cira.state.tx.us * county.org * (800) 456-5974
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Note: More information regarding events can be found online via the TAC Education Calendar, 
www.county.org/calendar.

November
28, Managing Stress and Burnout for Law 
Enforcement Workshop
Gillespie County Sheriff’s Office, 1601 E.
Main St., Fredericksburg, TX 78624. For more 
information, please contact your TAC Law 
Enforcement Consultant at (800) 456-5974.

28, Regional Pool Workshop - Waco
Hilton Waco, 113 S. University Parks Dr., Waco, 
TX 76701. For more information, contact  
Amy Lawson at (800) 456-5974.

DECember
3, County Issues Lunch & Learn Series -  
Life After Hurricane Harvey
Legislative Conference Center, Capitol 
Extension E2.002, 1100 Congress Ave. Austin, 
TX 78701. For more information, contact Amy 
Ruedas with TAC’s Legislative Services Division 
at (800) 456-5974.

11, Preparing to Take Office orkshop - 
Amarillo
Embassy Suites Amarillo Downtown,  
550 Buchanan St. Amarillo, TX 79101.  
For more information contact Amy Lawson at 
(800) 456-5974.

11, Preparing to Take Office orkshop - 
Tyler
Holiday Inn Tyler, 5701 South Broadway Tyler, TX 
75703. For more information, contact  
Amy Lawson at (800) 456-5974.

11-14, New Treasurers’ Seminar
Embassy Suites San Marcos Hotel, 1001 E. 
McCarty Lane, San Marcos, TX 78666. For more 
information, please contact Deanna Auert or  
Nino Miranda at (800) 456-5974.

13, Preparing to Take Office orkshop - 
Montgomery
La Torretta Lake Resort, 600 La Torretta Blvd., 
Montgomery, TX 77356.For more information, 
contact Amy Lawson at (800) 456-5974.

13, Preparing to Take Office orkshop - 
Midland
SpringHill Suites, 5716 Deauville Blvd., Midland, 
TX 79706. For more information, contact Amy 
Lawson at (800) 456-5974.

18, Preparing to Take Office orkshop - 
Corpus Christi
Omni Corpus Christi Hotel, 900 N Shoreline Blvd.  
Corpus Christi, TX 78401. For more information, 
contact Amy Lawson at (800) 456-5974.

18, Preparing to Take Office orkshop - 
Abilene
MCM Elegante, 4250 Ridgemont Dr., Abilene, TX 
79606.For more information, contact Amy Lawson 
at (800) 456-5974.

20, Preparing to Take Office orkshop -  
San Antonio
Omni Hotel at the Colonnade,  
9821 Colonnade Blvd., San Antonio, TX 78230.  
For more information, contact Amy Lawson  
at (800) 456-5974.

20, Preparing to Take Office orkshop - 
Waco
Hilton Waco 113 University Parks Dr., Waco, 
TX 76701. For more information, contact Amy 
Lawson at (800) 456-5974.

JANUARY 2019
8, Tuesday Morning Breakfast
Texas Association of Counties, 1210 San 
Antonio,Austin, TX 78701. For more information, 
contact Amy Ruedas at (800) 456-5974.

14-17, Seminar for Newly Elected County 
Judges & Commissioners 
DoubleTree by Hilton Hotel Austin, 6605 N. IH-35, 
Austin, TX 78752. For more information please 
contact LBJ School or (512) 471-0820. 

Jan. 28–Feb. 1, Overton Judicial Orientation 
for New County Judges 
Hotel and Conference Center, 2322 Mac Davis 
Lane, Lubbock, TX 79401. For more information, 
contact Allyssa Lee or Adrienne Bethke at  
(800) 456-5974.

28-31, County and District Clerks’ 
Association of Texas Winter Conference 
Embassy Suites Hotel and Conference Center, 
1001 E. McCarty Ln., San Marcos, TX 78666.  
For more information contact Luz Hinojosa or  
Sam Burke at (800) 456-5974.
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2019 
Fireworks 
Calendar 
The State of Texas authorizes the sale of fireworks 

during six periods annually. During the Fourth 

of July, Cinco de Mayo, 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, 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 April 25 for Cinco de 

Mayo, before June 15 for Fourth of July, and before 

December 15 for the December fireworks season. 

The commissioners court must adopt the discretionary 

fireworks authorization order before February 15 for 

Texas Independence Day, before April 1 for San Jacinto 

Day, 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.

January 2019
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A WITNESS TO HISTORY: GEORGE H. MAHON,  
WEST TEXAS CONGRESSMAN  
By Janet M. Neugebauer 
This is the story of George H. Mahon, a man who went to Congress 
in 1935, when the House Committee on Appropriations still allocated 
a small amount of money to buy military horses. Forty-four years 
later, when Mahon retired as chairman of that same committee, the 
committee was debating funds to purchase a bomber capable of 
traveling at 2,000 miles an hour. With a career spanning nearly a half 
century — including almost the entire Cold War — Mahon grew from a West Texas country 
lawyer to one of the most powerful men in the U.S. House of Representatives, serving 22 
consecutive terms from 1935-1978.
During his time in Congress, Mahon worked easily with the giants of government, enjoying 
the friendship and confidence of seven of the eight presidents with whom he served. He 
worked just as comfortably with his constituents in the 19th Congressional District of Texas. 
Mahon served on several Congressional committees, but it is through his service on the House 
Appropriations Committee and the Subcommittee on Defense Appropriations that he had the 
greatest national impact. He often bragged that under his leadership the Subcommittee on 
Defense Appropriations was the most non-partisan committee in Congress. Mahon led the 
subcommittee with a strong but gentle hand that earned him the respect of all who served with 
him. Texas Tech University Press.

RISK UP FRONT: MANAGING PROJECTS IN A COMPLEX WORLD 
KINDLE EDITION   
By Adam Josephs
The ability to relentlessly identify and mitigate risk — that is the key 
to high-performance project teams.  Successful projects depend more 
on your team’s behavior than on their project tools.
This book focuses on the fundamentals: simple structures and 
practices, applied with rigor. These are the tools you need to avoid the 
late changes that kill project schedules. Underlying all of them are four 
principles: accountability, transparency, integrity and commitment. 
“Risk Up Front” is designed to turn these principles into practice.

Murphy’s Law tells us, “If anything can go wrong, it will.” With “Risk Up Front,” even risks 
hiding in your team’s blind spot can be discovered and handled, before Murphy has a chance. 
Lioncrest Publishing. 

WOMEN IN TEXAS HISTORY  
By HAngela Boswell 
In recent decades, a small but growing number of historians have 
dedicated their tireless attention to analyzing the role of women in 
Texas history. Each contribution — and there have been many — 
represents a brick in the wall of new Texas history. From early Native 
societies to astronauts, “Women in Texas History” assembles those 
bricks into a carefully crafted structure as the first book to cover the 
full scope of Texas women’s history.
In challenging male-dominated legal and political systems, Texan 
women shaped (and were shaped by) class, religion, community 
organizations, literary and artistic endeavors, and more. “Women in 
Texas History” is the first book to narrate the entire span of Texas women’s history and marks a 
major achievement in telling the full story of the Lone Star State. Historians and general readers 
alike will find this book an informative and enjoyable read for anyone interested in the history of 
Texas or the history of women. Texas A&M University Press
.
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Social Media Round-Up 
These are the top postings for 
TAC’s Facebook, Twitter and 
Instagram accounts last month. 
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.



Join TAC’s Core 
Legislative Group
To schedule a luncheon with 
your legislators or to join the 

Core Legislative Group, contact 
Legislative Group Coordinator  

Rhita Koches at RhitaK@county.org

LUNCHEONS WITH 
LEGISLATORS 

(800) 456-5974
county.org
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County officials and employees (and anyone 
else in a Texas county) are encouraged to 
email their high-resolution photographs for 
publication in Last Look to County Managing 
Editor Anna McGarity at annam@county.org. 
Please make sure to write about the events 
behind the photograph — why the picture 
was taken, what makes the moment or 
memory special, or what can’t be seen in  
the shot.

Newton County Clock Tower

The original Newton County courthouse had a faux clock in the tower. In 
1929, a real four-faced clock was installed by local benefactors in honor of 
Dr. J.S. Peavy and wife, Maryann Fuller.

A catastrophic fire attributed to faulty wiring in the attic near the bell tower 
erupted on the evening of August 4, 2000. The fire spread quickly throughout 
the building causing the bell tower to collapse through the center of the 
structure. Much of the interior was destroyed with many county records and 
documents damaged. But the clock tower was recovered and now serves as a 
memorial.

The courthouse was originally built in 1903 and completely renovated after 
the fire in 2012. *
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It’s easy to spread the word about how 
your county delivers with these tools.
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