
2018 TAC LEGISLATIVE 
CONFERENCE

County
SEPT./OCT. 2018
Vol. 30, No. 5
county.org/magazineA Publication of the Texas Association of Counties

Bridging the  
MeNtal Health Gap 

County judges, justices of the 
peace and sheriffs hear the latest 
information from mental health 

experts at new workshop | pg. 10 

New Unfunded Mandates 
Video Released  

TAC worked with county officials 
from across the state to produce new 

educational video | pg. 20

The Classical Revival Style 
Courthouses of Texas 

The popular architectural style, 
popular from the 1890s through 

the 1950s, is rooted in Roman and 
Greek architecture | pg. 22

The Long Road to Recovery
County judges look back at 

Hurricane Harvey, the  
lessons learned and the  
changes needed | pg. 37

TAC’S 2018 LEGISLATIVE CONFERENCE WELCOMED MORE THAN  
500 COUNTY OFFICIALS AND STAFF FROM ACROSS THE STATE | PG. 32



Texas Association of Counties Mission Statement
The mission of the Texas Association of Counties is to unite counties to achieve better solutions.

County, a bimonthly magazine, is distributed to every elected county official and county 
auditor in Texas’ 254 counties. Other readers include purchasing agents, budget and planning 

administrators, appointed department heads, state legislators and state agency personnel.

Reproduction of this magazine in whole or in part, is permissible only upon express written 
authorization from the publisher and when proper credit, including copyright acknowledgment,  

is given to Texas Association of Counties’ County Magazine.

©2016, Texas Association of Counties. Published by the Texas Association of Counties, P.O. Box 2131, Austin, Texas 78768-2131. 
Telephone: (512) 478-8753, Facsimile: (512) 478-0519. www.county.org.

Articles in County magazine that refer to issues that could be considered by the Texas Legislature may be interpreted to be “legislative advertising” 
according to Texas Gov’t. Code Ann §305.027. Disclosure of the name and address of the person who contracts with the printer to publish the 

legislative advertising in County magazine is required by that law: Gene Terry, 1210 San Antonio, Austin, Texas 78701.

CONNECTED

COMMUNITIES 

 ARE SMARTER 

COMMUNITIES

Tyler’s software solutions for Texas counties can help you build a smarter, connected community. 

When information flows seamlessly between agencies and jurisdictions, local government, schools, 

and courts become more effective. Civic leaders become more accessible and responsive. 

Citizens become more informed and engaged. And the entire community grows 

stronger by working together toward a common goal. 

You’ll flip for our new wave of thinking at 

tylertech.com/connectedcommunities.

8654 TAC County Magazine Dolphins/Smarter 2018 Ad.indd   1 3/8/18   8:51 AM



Texas Association of Counties Mission Statement
The mission of the Texas Association of Counties is to unite counties to achieve better solutions.

County, a bimonthly magazine, is distributed to every elected county official and county 
auditor in Texas’ 254 counties. Other readers include purchasing agents, budget and planning 

administrators, appointed department heads, state legislators and state agency personnel.

Reproduction of this magazine in whole or in part, is permissible only upon express written 
authorization from the publisher and when proper credit, including copyright acknowledgment,  

is given to Texas Association of Counties’ County Magazine.

©2016, Texas Association of Counties. Published by the Texas Association of Counties, P.O. Box 2131, Austin, Texas 78768-2131. 
Telephone: (512) 478-8753, Facsimile: (512) 478-0519. www.county.org.

Articles in County magazine that refer to issues that could be considered by the Texas Legislature may be interpreted to be “legislative advertising” 
according to Texas Gov’t. Code Ann §305.027. Disclosure of the name and address of the person who contracts with the printer to publish the 

legislative advertising in County magazine is required by that law: Gene Terry, 1210 San Antonio, Austin, Texas 78701.

CONNECTED

COMMUNITIES 

 ARE SMARTER 

COMMUNITIES

Tyler’s software solutions for Texas counties can help you build a smarter, connected community. 

When information flows seamlessly between agencies and jurisdictions, local government, schools, 

and courts become more effective. Civic leaders become more accessible and responsive. 

Citizens become more informed and engaged. And the entire community grows 

stronger by working together toward a common goal. 

You’ll flip for our new wave of thinking at 

tylertech.com/connectedcommunities.

8654 TAC County Magazine Dolphins/Smarter 2018 Ad.indd   1 3/8/18   8:51 AM

Contact Us!
We’re here to help.

Staff Directory: county.org/whotocontact

Main number: (800) 456-5974 

TAC Helpline: (888) ASK-TAC4

2016 Who To Contact Ad .indd   3 9/22/16   9:20 AM



 Created by counties, for counties.

(800) 456-5974
county.org

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

SEPT 2017 TAC_MemberServices Ad_OnePage.indd   8 9/11/17   10:22 AM



Jan/Feb 2015 � county.org/magazine 3

County Magazine | ★

SEPT./OCT. 2018 ★ county.org/magazine 3

Contents
22 32 37

SEPT./OCT. 2018

Highlights
8 TAC Rolls Out New Website

TAC revamped its website with new interactive features, an updated design and 
fine-tuned navigation.

10 Bridging the Mental Health Gap
 County judges, justices of the peace and sheriffs gathered to hear the latest 

information from mental health experts at new workshop. 

18 County Investment Academy Honors Member Anniversaries
Academy recognizes its members pursuing excellence in their investment education. 

20 New Unfunded Mandates Video Released
TAC worked with county officials from across the state to produce a new 
educational video on unfunded mandates. 

22 The Classical Revival Style Courthouses of Texas
 The popular architectural style chosen for Texas courthouses constructed 

from the 1890s through the 1950s is rooted in Roman and Greek architecture. 
We explore three examples. 

32 2018 TAC Legislative Conference
 TAC held its 2018 TAC Legislative Conference in August in Austin with more 

than 500 county officials and staff from across the state in attendance. This is 
an overview of the conference with photos.

37 The Long Road to Recovery
 County judges look back at Hurricane Harvey, the lessons learned and the 

changes needed.

Departments
4 Staff Report | 6 Voices of County Government | 8 Clipboard
42 County Information Program | 47 Calendar | 50 Social Media Round-up | 52 Last Look

County Staff
Gene Terry, Executive Director | Leah Magnus, Communication and Education Services Director |  
Anna McGarity, Managing Editor | Liz Carmack, Roland Gilbert and Joel Nihlean, Contributing Writers | 
Ben Chomiak, Graphic Design

On The Cover
Hidalgo County Constable and TAC President Larry Gallardo introduced the keynote presenters at the 2018 TAC 
Legislative Conference in Austin in August. See page 32.

20 2018 Officers 
& Board of Directors

PRESIDENT 
Larry Gallardo 

Hidalgo County Constable

PRESIDENT-ELECT 
Renee Couch 

Comal County Treasurer

VICE PRESIDENT 
Kim Halfmann 

Glasscock County Judge

SECRETARY 
Cindy Yeatts Brown 

Denton County Treasurer

MEMBERS 
John R. Ames 

Dallas County Tax Assessor-Collector

Nathan Cradduck 
Tom Green County Auditor

Laurie English 
District Attorney, 112th District

Tamera Kneuper 
Bandera County District Clerk

Jennifer Lindenzweig 
Hunt County Clerk

Carlos B. Lopez 
Travis County Constable, Precinct 5

Gary Maddox 
Lamb County Sheriff

Bill McCay 
Lubbock County Commissioner

Jackie Miller Jr. 
Ellis County Justice of the Peace, Precinct 2

Alma V. Moreno 
San Patricio County Commissioner

 Byron Ryder 
Leon County Judge

Wes Suiter 
Angelina County Judge

Ben Zeller 
Victoria County Judge

EX OFFICIO MEMBERS 
Joyce G. Hudman 

Immediate Past President 
Brazoria County Clerk

Hon. Don Allred 
Honorary Chaplain 

Oldham County Judge

NACo REPRESENTATIVES 
Jon H. Burrows 
Bell County Judge

Connie Hickman 
Navarro County Justice of the Peace 

Precinct 4

 Created by counties, for counties.

(800) 456-5974
county.org

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

SEPT 2017 TAC_MemberServices Ad_OnePage.indd   8 9/11/17   10:22 AM



4 SEPT./OCT. 2018 ★ county.org/magazine

★ |  President’s Report  | County Magazine

President’s Report

Larry GallardO
Hidalgo County Constable  
and TAC President
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W e just wrapped up the 2018 TAC Legislative Conference in Austin, which was my first 
as President. It was a fantastic event, held for the first time at the beautiful Fairmont 
Hotel with hundreds of county officials from all over the state in attendance. It was a 

great honor for me to be part of such an important and educational event.

This year’s theme was “Restore What’s Right: Your Voice. Your County. The Truth.” And as a 
group, we came together to reexamine what the realities of county government mean for our com-
munities, and how we can give voice to these facts in the Legislative process. As county officials, 
we need to let the folks at the Capitol know what we do every day at the county-level and how 
what they do affects us and our constituents. This year’s conference focused our attention on how 
we can advocate for our county’s needs and offered us tools to make the best and most informed 
decisions for our constituents.

Heading into the 86th legislative session, it is essential that we stand together on the main issues 
that we all face. While our needs vary from county to county — from rural to urban, from coastal 
to the panhandle, from small to expansive — we all do share some of the same concerns. Most 
importantly, that the state allow local decisions to be made at the local level. We have a lot of 
work ahead of us — especially with the effort to end unfunded mandates. 

This year’s conference was a great place to get started and do some collaborative brainstorming. 
Moving forward, we will need to continue that momentum. A good next step is to visit the new 
website focused on the issues around unfunded mandates, www.ProtectPropertyTaxpayers.org. 
TAC has also created two new informational cards, one of which includes a tear-off portion that 
can be mailed to the governor or lieutenant governor. You can order these free from the TAC 
website at www.county.org/unfundedmandates. You can read more about the initiative and how 
to get involved on page 20. I highly encourage everyone to take advantage of these free tools and 
let your legislators know that we’re here and demand to be heard.

Aside from the great success of the conference’s sessions and speakers, it was also an opportunity 
to say goodbye in some ways to our outgoing Executive Director Gene Terry. He has done excel-
lent work at TAC, leading the way through many major achievements for the Association. His 
final TAC Legislative Conference speech in the closing session was typical Gene — lively, funny, 
witty and empowering. He reminded us what restoring what’s right really means. It’s not going 
back to some mythical golden age. It’s keeping vital and alive the institution of local governance 
— it’s us doing what we already do every day in serving our neighbors in communities across this 
state. We must recommit to our calling daily. Particularly in these uncertain times, the govern-
ment closest to the people — county government —serves the people best. 

Gene never fails to inspire us all to do our best, for our county, for the taxpayers, and for each oth-
er. He will leave TAC at the end of the year, but he will always be a part of our family of counties.   

This is my final President’s Letter of the year, so I’d like to end it by once again encouraging you 
to get involved in the legislative process, and make sure your voice is heard. Do it for the people 
you serve, for your fellow county officials and for Mr. Gene Terry, who has done it for us all for all 
these years. *
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How long have you been the Chambers   
County Sheriff?

I have been in office for 5.5 years.  
I was sworn in on Jan. 1, 2013. 

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

I was with the Texas Department 
of Public Safety (DPS) and was in the 
Highway Patrol Division. While there, 
I got involved with the Department 
of Public Safety Association (DPSOA) 
and became very active on the 
legislative committee, starting 
in 1999, ultimately becoming the 
legislative chairman in 2001. I spent 
a lot of time at the Capitol. I later 

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.) *

became the president of the DPSOA  
in 2003.

Then one of my former highway 
patrol partners, Ed Caine, decided to 
run for Harden County sheriff. We’re 
still good friends. I saw how he made 
a very professional transition when 
taking over as sheriff. I admired him 
for that and I thought that I want 
to leave this Earth a better place. I 
watched him do that and, I wanted to 
do that, too.

When considering running for office, 
I was approached by DPS Director 
Steve McCraw who asked if I’d be 
interested in working for him as a 
legislative liaison for DPS. I accepted 
in 2011. At the end of the year, I 

retired. I had politics in my blood 
after working at the Capitol for more 
than 10 years. I wanted to make an 
improvement in county government, 
and so I ran. 

What was the biggest surprise or adjustment 
after taking office? 

The biggest surprise was going from 
a supervisor of troopers to supervisor 
of deputies. They are very different 
in the duties. In the sheriff’s office, 
we deal with types of crimes that I 
never saw in DPS that can be hard to 
deal with — especially crimes against 
children. I didn’t have to deal with 
those types of criminal investigations. 
I had no idea how many children 

HON. BRIAN HAWTHORNE
Chambers County Sheriff

Voices of
County Government
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become victims of abuse and violence. 
That was a big shock — a sad one.

As far as adjustments, 
understanding it takes time to affect 
change. One of the pieces of advice 
given to me by McCraw was that 
it’s very difficult to see real change 
to anything in less than five years. 
When he said that — it really didn’t 
sink in. I thought I could do it faster. 
But those words were so true!

I started making change right 
away but feeling like it was actually 
improving people’s lives — five years 
was a realistic statement. I’m now at 
5.5 years and I feel like we have made 
a positive change and am still headed 
in that direction.

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?

There are two things county 
government always struggles with 
— and it doesn’t matter the size of 
the county — trying to keep salaries 
competitive with police and DPS. It’s 
a huge challenge. You must keep staff 
motivated so they want to stay with 
you and not try for higher paying jobs. 

The biggest challenge this year has 
been with the county jail. Trying to 
keep staff motivated while working 
with an inmate population with little 
respect for society or you and your 
staff. It’s hard.

For me, trying to balance the 
salaries with the needs of the county 
and keeping the commissioners court 
educated on what it takes to run and 
manage the jail is the big challenge. 
It’s a huge expense — nobody enjoys 
any aspect of the county jail, but it is 
an absolute must. Commissioners and 
judges need to balance the funding, 
so I try to keep them informed on the 
conditions and costs, like the Sandra 
Bland Act. There is no funding laid 
out for it, so we have to figure out how 
to fund it. 

Fortunately, I work with exceptional 
people. There is nothing more 
rewarding than being a sheriff of a 
county that appreciates strong law 

enforcement and a judge and county 
commissioners who support the right 
thing in law enforcement. I feel very 
fortunate for that.

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

I my first term I hired school 
resources officers for two of our 
school districts because they struggle 
financially. They couldn’t pay for  
their own officers, so I convinced 
the county commissioners to fund 
resource officers.

I am also proud of our marine 
resources division. There are four 
supervisors and three deputies. We 
have 300 square miles of bay and 
marsh, so there is a lot of recreational 
boating. I try and keep a strong 
presence in the bay.

I also formed a special response 
team — our version of a SWAT team. 
But we use them for much more than 
that. It’s a 15-man team that has 
special assignments like high- 
threat warrants.

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?

We’re a rural county between two 
major cities — we’re between Houston 
and Beaumont. I have learned to do 
everything I can to communicate 
well with newspapers because I don’t 
have TV news here. We also have a 
Facebook page with 15,000 followers. 
It’s a very successful page for a county 
of a little more than 40,000 residents. 
My wife is also an elected official 
(Chambers County Clerk Heather 
Hawthorne) and we both spend a lot of 
time in the public. We’re very public in 
the county.

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

The one thing I enjoy the most is 
fishing and I’m in a great area for 
that. I’m also a duck hunter and raise 
Labradors. My passion is black Labs; 
I have two right now. I’m a member of 

Editors note:
This year Sheriff Hawthorne was elected 
Person of the Year by the Chamber 
County Chamber of Commerce  because 
of his response to Hurricane Harvey 
while also working a difficult homicide 
case. He was also one of a handful of 
United States law enforcement officers 
selected to attend an law enforcement 
training in Prague, Czechoslovakia.

the Port Arthur Retrievers Club. It’s 
a member organization — the oldest 
American Kennel Club in Texas. We 
host hunt trials to show the dogs’ 
talents and how well they retrieve and 
take commands. It takes a lot of time 
to make a great hunting dog.

What is your favorite thing about Chambers   
County?

 I love its diversity. The west side 
is urban with progressive towns like 
Bayview, and the east is very rural 
with cattle ranches and rice farms. I 
get the best of both worlds. We also 
have Trinity Bay, with a lot of fishing 
and duck and goose hunting. The bird 
watching is great — bird watchers 
from all around the world come 
here. And Anahuac is known as the 
alligator capitol of Texas. ★
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The Texas Association of Counties 
(TAC) has revamped its website with 
new interactive features, an updated 
design and fine-tuned navigation 
to help members easily access the 
important services, resources and 
information they need. The site is at 
the same www.county.org address.

New Interactive Features
The site’s new Member Portal allows 

Association members to update their 
contact info and securely register 
and pay for TAC events. First-time 
visitors to the portal will find simple 
instructions to get their username and 
log on.

Another new feature is the 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.

In addition, 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.

Easy Access to TAC Resources
TAC fine-tuned the site’s navigation 

based on testing with members to 
make it more intuitive for users. The 
updated design ensures that it works 
well on any desktop or mobile device.

The new homepage makes it easy 
for every TAC member to find the 
most relevant news and information. 
The site’s design includes easy-to-
scan text, an uncluttered layout and 
related content links on pages to help 
members get where they are going. 

The changes will help members 
quickly locate what they’re looking for 
from the Association’s wide variety 

TAC Rolls Out New Website www.county.org

of member services and resources. 
Navigation connects visitors to 
everything from education and 
training events, legal and legislative 
resources and technology services, 
to the many wellness and risk 
management programs and services 
available to members of the TAC 
HEBP and TAC RMP. Pool members 
will also find it easy to file a claim 
online and connect with the Online 
Administrative System (OASys).

County News and Information
Site visitors will find 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.
Those who want to learn more 

about county government will find 
an array of information, including 
the duties and continuing education 
requirements of county officials, county 
elections data and county maps.

The site also connects visitors to 
the Texas Counties Deliver website at 
www.texascountiesdeliver.org and its 
public outreach materials and tips to 
make it easy for officials to spread the 
word about how Texas counties deliver, 
including more than a dozen sharable 
videos about county government. 

TAC last redesigned its website  
in 2012.
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Free CyberSecurity 
Awareness Training 
Available
Malicious emails designed to trick users 
have become an everyday occurrence 
for counties. TAC is urging counties to 
take advantage of its free Cybersecurity 
Awareness Training Program, which 
kicks off January 2019. County officials 
and staff can learn to think before they 
click to protect their county computer 
networks and data.

The free online training takes place over 
the course of 12-months and includes an 
extensive selection of short, engaging 
training modules to teach county officials 
and staff how to be more aware of the 
potential dangers that may lurk behind a 
click. 

Counties can sign up now for the 
training, which is offered every other 
month or four times a year. TAC sets 
up the training modules in advance and 
delivers them via an email link to a list 
of users provided by the county. There is 
no limit to how many staff members you 
can register. The more staff you train, 
the bigger the impact on your county’s 
network and data security. 

Training subjects include:
• Threats to Your Computer
• Social Engineering Threats
• Preventing Ransomware
• Password Best Practices
• Acceptable Use
• Securing Work Areas and Resources
• Privacy and Security
• Preventing Phishing 
• Safe Remote and Mobile Computing
• Identifying Risks
• Data Storage, Retention and 

Destruction
• Risks of Social Media

Counties can register for the training at 
www.county.org/countycyber. For further 
information, contact Dawn Noufer or 
Kelley Nail at (512) 478-8753, (800) 456-
5974 or securitytraining@county.org.

New Risk Management Services Staff
The TAC Risk Management Services Department filled two vacant staff 

positions in July, one that manages the department’s risk control services and 
programs and a second that provides risk management consultation to members 
of the TAC Risk Management Pool.

Clemente “Clem” Zabalza joined TAC as its new 
Risk Control Manager, filling a position left vacant 
upon the retirement of Ernesto Galindo. 

Zabalza began his career in 1994 as a loss 
prevention consultant with Texas Mutual Insurance. 
In 1998, he joined the Texas Association of School 
Boards (TASB) as a senior loss control consultant 
and then served as the assistant director of loss 
prevention services. 

In 2010, he became division director of TASB’s risk 
management member solutions. Zabalza also served as 
a commissioner for Travis County Emergency Services 

#12 from 2007-2017. 
He graduated from St. Edward’s University in Austin with a Bachelor of 

Business Administration in marketing and finance and earned his Master of 
Science in occupational health and safety from East Carolina University. 

Zabalza is a member of the American Society of Safety Engineers (ASSE) and is 
a Certified Occupational Health and Safety Technologist (BCSP). 

He can be reached at clemz@county.org or at (800) 456-5974, ext. 3624.

Patrick McFadden Jr. also joined TAC to fill a 
vacancy left by the retirement of another long-time 
staff member, Mike Strawn. 

McFadden is the Risk Management Consultant 
serving TAC Risk Management Pool members in the 
Northwest Region. 

McFadden has been in the insurance industry since 
1996. Prior to joining TAC, he owned a Nationwide 
Insurance Agency in Las Vegas and was a commercial 
risk management consultant for Marsh & McLennan. 

McFadden’s experience includes negotiating and 
settling primarily litigated and complex property and 

casualty liability claims with Farmers Insurance Group. 
He holds a degree from the University of Nevada, Las Vegas and is a 

designated Life Underwriting Training Counsel Fellow (LUTCF) and Financial 
Services Certified Professional (FSCP). 

McFadden can be reached at patrickm@county.org or (800) 456-5974, ext. 3432.
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Bridging the Mental Health Gap
A workshop on Texas’ growing 

mental health crisis brought together 
100 county officials from across the 
state July 19-20 in Georgetown. 
County judges, justices of the peace 
and sheriffs gathered to hear the 
latest information from mental health 
experts, psychiatrists, the Texas 
Commission on Jail Standards (TCJS) 
and law enforcement. 

Texas Counties and the Mentally 
Ill – Bridging the Gap was sponsored 
by the Texas Association of Counties 
(TAC) and the Texas Justice Court 
Training Center and funded by a 
Judicial and Court Personnel Training 
Fund Grant administered by the Texas 
Court of Criminal Appeals. 

Real Numbers, Real Issues
A recent report from the Texas 

Judicial Council found that 
approximately one million Texans 
experience a serious mental health 
illness in a given year. It also revealed 
that up to 24 percent of Texas 
inmates have mental health needs. 
The responsibility to effectively deal 
with the rising mental health crisis in 
Texas, including the financial burden, 
often falls to the court system. 

Limestone County Sheriff Dennis 
Wilson pointed out while Texas’ 
population has nearly tripled from 10.3 
million to 28.2 million, the number 
of inpatient psychiatric beds has 
plummeted from 14,921 to 3,013. 

Attendees learned about what to 
expect from different medications 
and complications during a review 
of mental illness and substance use 
disorders. During the 
session on screening 
tools for county jails, 
audience members 
voiced many concerns 
and questions for 
Texas Commission 
on Jail Standards 
(TCJS) Director 
Brandon Woods 
ranging from what 
constitutes credible 

information to the magistrate, and who 
will collect the information on the new 
screening form, to issues with funding 
Local Mental Health Authorities 
(LMHA). 

Bandera County Justice of the 
Peace Lynn Holt shared how Bandera 
County Sheriff Dan Butts uses a 
telehealth service to get consenting 
persons evaluated by camera from the 
county jail. Facilities with capacities 
of 96 beds or fewer can seek TCJS 
grant funding to provide required 
electronic monitoring systems in 
conjunction with the passage of SB 
1849 by Whitmire (85R). House County 
Affairs Chairman Garnet Coleman was 
instrumental in ensuring telehealth 
evaluations and grant funding, which 

originated from the County Affairs 
84th legislative interim report, were 
included in the enrolled version of SB 
1849. Holt described telehealth as the 
wave of the future, noting that small 
rural counties can band together to 
find viable options. 

County Successes
In a panel moderated by Susan 

Redford, TAC Judicial Program 
Manager and incoming Executive 
Director, county officials discussed 
ways they’re addressing mental 
health issues in their home counties. 
Some counties have begun working 
cooperatively with their local 
hospitals and LMHA crisis teams 
to take advantage of LMHA grants 
available to provide mental health 
deputies. Other counties have begun 
a centralized magistrate office, and 
another county official shared his 
inter-local agreement with police: If a 
mental health call is within the city 
limits, the city police officer transports 
the person to the hospital but if not 
within city limits, the sheriff handles 
the transport.

by TAC Legislative Manager 
Aurora Flores
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Idea Exchange
The conference ended with round 

table discussion and brainstorming 
solutions to proposed mental health 
scenarios. Participants at each table 
provided an example of what works in 
their county based on their population 
and needs. Several good take-away 
suggestions included obtaining a 
mental health officer through the 
LMHA, having quarterly meetings 
with stakeholders to address recurring 
problems, leveraging 1115 waiver 
funds for a full time mental health 
deputy, utilizing the LMHA for 
telehealth grant funds and inquiring 
about an inter-local agreement with 
city law enforcement for patient 
transport within city limits. 

Across the state, the rate at which 
law enforcement officers respond to 
calls involving people with mental 
issues has been increasing. A working 
knowledge of how to handle mental 
health calls and how to best find 
treatment outside the county jail is 
becoming more important for law 
enforcement officials and counties. 
Diverting people to mental health 
facilities rather than taking them to 
jail will save taxpayers money. 

The conference in Georgetown was at 
full capacity, and the hope from county 
officials is that a future conference 
can take place with continued funding 
from the Judicial and Court Personnel 
Training Fund Grant.

Oct. 1 Deadline for Purchases through  
TAC RMP Employee Safety Equipment Program

Qualified members of the TAC Risk Management Pool Workers’ Compensation Program 
have until Oct. 1 to purchase employee safety equipment using funds allocated through the 
2018 TAC RMP Employee Safety Equipment Program.

The preapproved safety equipment is available in two online stores hosted by Bullchase, a 
BuyBoard cooperative purchasing vendor:

• Road and Bridge/Building Maintenance (R&B/BM) Store 
• Law Enforcement (LE) Store 
The TAC Risk Management Pool (TAC RMP) Board approved this program in support of 

counties and their efforts to improve worker safety.

June Email Provided Store Logon
In June, Pool coordinators and county sheriffs in qualified TAC RMP member counties 

received an email notification about the program, along with the amount their county could 
spend and logon details.

Equipment available includes a variety of personal protective equipment and more costly 
safety-related equipment.  

Each member has a predetermined spending limit in each store based on their county’s 
employee count in WC Class Codes 5506 Road Employees-Paving, Repaving; 9014 Building 
Maintenance and Janitors; and 7720 Law Enforcement.

If you have any questions, please contact your Risk Control Consultant at tacrcs@county.
org or call (800) 456-5974.

Managing Stress and Burnout for Law 
Enforcement workshops are scheduled in 
Huntsville on Oct. 17 and Fredericksburg  
Nov. 28. 

Sheriffs, chief deputies, constables, 
jail administrators, jail staff, deputies, 
dispatchers and other supervisors, as well as 
risk managers are all encouraged to attend. 

Seating is limited. Early registration is 
encouraged. Texas Commission on Law 
Enforcement Training (TCOLE) credit is 
available. Enter your TCOLE PID when 
registering at www.county.org/LEstress. 

Registration for this one-day event is free 
to employees and officials of counties that are 
members of the TAC Risk Management Pool 
(TAC RMP). Lunch is included.

TAC RMP and the Texas Municipal League 
Intergovernmental Risk Pool are co-sponsoring 
this training, presented by Rick Randall, senior 
chaplain and training specialist for the Austin Police Department. Several of 
these trainings have taken place this year around the state.

Managing Stress and Burnout Workshops 
Set in Huntsville and Fredericksburg

Managing Stress and Burnout for Law 
Enforcement workshops are scheduled in 
Huntsville on Oct. 17 and Fredericksburg 

Sheriffs, chief deputies, constables, 
jail administrators, jail staff, deputies, 
dispatchers and other supervisors, as well as 
risk managers are all encouraged to attend. 

Seating is limited. Early registration is 
encouraged. Texas Commission on Law 
Enforcement Training (TCOLE) credit is 
available. Enter your TCOLE PID when 
registering at www.county.org/LEstress. 

Registration for this one-day event is free 
to employees and officials of counties that are 
members of the TAC Risk Management Pool 

TAC RMP and the Texas Municipal League 
Intergovernmental Risk Pool are co-sponsoring 
this training, presented by Rick Randall, senior 
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LegalEase: Do we all have to agree?
One of TAC’s guiding principles is to 

help county officials meet the unique 
challenges of local government. To that 
end, TAC’s Legal Services Division 
introduced LegalEase earlier this year.

This new publication is delivered 
to county officials by email each 
month. It features timely, relevant 
and interesting topics of importance to 
county government. Highlights from 
those emails will also appear here, in 
County magazine.

County officials can always call 
TAC’s toll-free helpline at (888) 
ASKTAC4 or (888) 275-8224 for 
assistance with legal research 
questions or for more information 
about legal deadlines. County officials 
who want to submit questions online 
can visit www.county.org/helpline. 

“I don’t think the court’s going to 
see completely eye to eye on next year’s 
budget, and I’d like to avoid any fiscal 
altercations. Do we all have to agree to 
get it passed?”

Q: Does the vote on the budget 
have to be unanimous? 

A: No. The Local Government Code 
does not specify that the vote on the 
budget must be unanimous. However, 
a county budget must be adopted by a 
record vote §§111.008(a), 111.039(a), 
111.068(a).

“Since we’re discussing personnel 
matters in the Salary Grievance 
process, can we meet in Executive 
Session?”

Q: May the salary grievance 
committee meet in closed session?

A: No. There are no provisions for the 
committee to meet other than in open 
session.

Any votes or actions taken in closed 
session would be voidable. Tex. Att’y 
Gen. Op. No. JM-1007 (1989). See the 
TAC Legal Division’s Salary Grievance 
Committee publication for more 
information.

“We have more cows than people 
in some parts of the county. Are we 
required to beef up the number of early 
voting polling places throughout the 
county, or can we steer people to more 
central locations?”

Q: Must each commissioner’s 
precinct have an early voting polling 
place?

A: Sometimes. In a primary election, 
the November general election for 
state and county officers, or a special 
election to fill a vacancy in Congress 
or the Legislature, the commissioners 
court in a county with a population of 
120,000 or more but less than 400,000 
must establish a temporary branch 
early voting polling place in each 
commissioner’s precinct containing 
territory covered by the election. The 
commissioners court in a county with 
a population of more than 100,000 
but less than 120,000 must establish 
a temporary branch polling place 
in each commissioner’s precinct for 
which it receives a timely written 
request signed by at least 15 registered 
voters of the precinct. Election Code 
§85.062(c).

Four Regional Pool Workshops Remain
Corpus Christi — Sept. 26
Abilene — Oct. 3
Montgomery — Oct. 24
Waco — Nov. 28

Four TAC Regional Pool Workshops remain on the calendar for this fall. These daylong 
sessions, back by popular demand, cover the latest in risk management, HR trends, workplace 
wellness and more. They continue the education from TAC’s annual County Management and 
Risk Conference. 

Registration is free and lunch is included. Check the TAC Calendar of Events at  
www.county.org/calendar for the latest details and to register.
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TAC CIRA UNVEILS NEW STANDARD WEBSITE DESIGN
The TAC County Information Resources Agency (TAC 

CIRA) recently updated the look and functionality of its 
Standard County Website design. Available in four colors, 
features include social media integration, slideshows, 
responsive (mobile friendly) and ADA compliant design, and 
more. Connecting with county residents online has never 
been easier.

For county personnel involved with maintaining 
website content, TAC CIRA is scheduling regional one-
day training classes throughout 2019. Participants will 
learn how to use the content management system (CMS) 
to perform essential updates and how to maximize the 
website’s potential.

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.

Teresia Coker 
Anderson County District Clerk

Phillip Chambers 
Coleman County Constable, County Wide

Shannon McCulloch 
Delta County Justice of the Peace, County Wide

Jeannie Keeney 
Freestone County Treasurer

Mellissa Smith 
Jasper County Auditor

Christy Long 
Kent County Treasurer

Chris White 
Milam County Sheriff

Jose Cabezuela 
Presidio County Commissioner, Pct. 3

Richard Beals 
Randall County Constable, Pct. 1

Mike Vargas 
Reagan County Commissioner, Pct. 1

Charles Lewing 
Reeves County Auditor

Javier Vela 
Starr County Constable, Pct. 4

Kasey Hibbitts 
Throckmorton County Commissioner, Pct. 2

Kenny Edwards 
Van Zandt County Treasurer

Susan Gabrysch 
Victoria County Auditor

Charles Applewhite 
Wise County Constable, Pct. 3

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

Some counties, depending on the need, may like to 
have a more custom website. TAC CIRA’s Premium 
Website Package pricing varies based on selections.

To learn more or to schedule and demo, visit  
www.cira.state.tx.us or call (800) 456-5974.
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Effective Oct. 1, TAC HEBP is pleased to offer 
these additional programs to its services:
VISION COVERAGE THAT’S EASY TO USE
TAC HEBP has implemented a voluntary vision coverage program 
through Dearborn National/EyeMed. Members can choose any in-
network provider for contact lenses, eyeglasses frames and contact 
lenses with no restrictions. 3D virtual try-on technology also allows 
members to shop right from their homes. The vision program has 
competitive rates and no claim forms to file.

TELEMEDICINE FOR YOUR CONVENIENCE
With MDLIVE, TAC HEBP members can connect online with doctors 
or therapists for general health, pediatric care and behavioral 
health concerns. Immediate or appointment-based care is 
available 24 hours a day, seven days a week via website, mobile 
app or phone. If the doctor prescribes medication, it will be sent 
electronically to a pharmacy of your choice.

Prescription Benefits Changes Effective Oct. 1
TAC HEBP Members Will See Rate Stability, More Flexibility

Starting Oct. 1, The TAC Health and 
Employee Benefits Pool (TAC HEBP) 
will roll out essential prescription 
benefits changes to its members,  
more than 45,000 Texas county and 
district personnel.

Pressed to tackle rising prescription costs head-on, the 
TAC HEBP Board negotiated a new pharmacy benefits 
manager (PBM) contract with Navitus Health Solutions. 
Navitus provides prescription benefits for over 5 million 
people nationwide and has more than 5,000 in-network 
pharmacies in Texas.

“The changes will help our members’ county and district 
operations through lower costs and expanded budget 
flexibility,” said TAC Health Benefits Services Director 
Quincy Quinlan. “They will also allow TAC HEBP to 
continue to improve the quality of coverage options it 
provides.  TAC HEBP’s goal is to provide the highest quality 
health care coverage at the best long-term cost possible to 
Texas county entities.”

While TAC HEBP’s average member contribution rates 
have remained well below the market trend for almost two 
decades, the cost of health coverage continues to rise. New, 
extremely high-cost specialty drugs and expensive brand 
name drugs—compared to their generic equivalents—
contribute significantly to increasing health care premiums. 
Those costs have a direct effect on ever-tightening county 
budgets. The prescription benefits changes are in response 
to these challenges.

NEED TO KNOWS FOR TAC HEBP MEMBERS:
• This new partnership with Navitus Health Solutions 

will continue to allow members to choose a preferred 
pharmacy.

• In late September, every TAC HEBP member was sent 
a new ID card to the home address on file in the Online 
Administrative System (OASys).

• In some cases, Navitus will communicate directly with 
doctors, pharmacists and individual TAC HEBP members 
regarding current prescriptions to help meet patient needs.

• A patient may be asked to accept the generic equivalent 
of a name brand prescription (if 

available). Generic drugs may 
differ in color, shape, taste and 

packaging, but they work the same as the brand name 
drug. The Federal Drug Administration (FDA) requires 
that the generic version be as effective, pure and stable as 
the original drug. Even though some drug changes will be 
required or recommended, your medication decisions will 
still be guided by you and your doctor. 
These enhancements complement the wide range of 

services already available to all TAC HEBP members, such 
as Medicine Match reduced prescription copays (for patients 
with asthma, diabetes, high cholesterol and high blood 
pressure); Retail 90 (a 90-day supply for the cost of two 
copays); the Healthy County wellness program, condition 
management and more.

MORE INFORMATION AVAILABLE
• Visit www.county.org/tachebp to view a brief educational 

video in either English or Spanish that provides an 
overview of these changes. The TAC Standard Drug 
Formulary, network guide and other information is also 
available online.

• Members with questions about these prescription benefit 
changes can call Navitus Customer Care at 866-333-2757, 
visit the Navitus website at www.navitus.com or contact 
their county’s Pool coordinator or human resources and 
benefits manager.

• Members can visit https://mybenefits.county.org to access 
personalized health benefits records and Healthy County 
wellness program resources.



(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:
• Budget
• Salary Grievance
• Open Meeting Act
•  Many, many more!

Give us a call at (888) ASK-TAC4  
or (888) 275-8224.
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HEALTHY COUNTY BOOT CAMP 
SET FOR FEB. 20-22, 2019

The Healthy County 
wellness program is 
celebrating “10 Years 
Strong.” Members are invited 
to help celebrate Healthy 
County’s 10th anniversary 
at the Sheraton Hotel in 
Georgetown during the Healthy County Boot Camp, Feb. 20-22, 2019. 

Great at-work wellness programs are built with workplace culture 
in mind. They raise employees up, helping them meet their individual 
potential and increasing the capabilities of the whole organization. 
Counties that embrace wellness see increased employee productivity, 
improved morale and stronger workplace loyalty. A healthier lifestyle 
also translates into lower absenteeism, lower health care costs and 
fewer workers’ compensation claims.

The Healthy County and the Healthy County Boot Camp are services 
of the TAC Health and Employee Benefits Pool. The Boot Camp features 
general sessions and breakouts to provide guidance and fitness 
activities to get participants moving. Wellness industry experts share 
powerful tips, strategies and resources to help county officials and 
employees lead healthier lives. County wellness coordinators leave 
equipped with the knowledge and skills to effectively manage their local 
wellness programs, tailored to meet the unique needs of their county.

For more information and to register, visit www.county.org/hcbootcamp.

2018 Fall Legislative Exchange 
Regionals: Preparing for the 
86th Legislative Session
Ready or not, the Texas Legislature returns to Austin in a matter of 
months. TAC’s legislative staff is back on the road again, traveling 
the state to hear from counties about their interests and concerns 
ahead of what looks to be another active session for county 
government and local decision making.

These free regional meetings provide county officials a chance to 
come together to discuss current county concerns, repercussions 
from legislation passed by the 85th Legislature and legislative 
priorities for the next session. The gatherings are vital for TAC’s 
legislative staff as they meet with legislative offices, coordinate 
with county official associations and research legislative 
proposals.

The Legislative Exchanges are an excellent opportunity for county 
officials to talk about issues and concerns, share solutions and 
ideas that will help keep local control and county government 
services strong, and of course, ask questions. All county officials 
and staff are encouraged to attend. The meetings will run from  
10 a.m. to noon; lunch will be served at noon.

There is no fee to attend, but please pre-register via the TAC 
website. For more information, contact the TAC Legislative 
Department at (800) 456-5974.

Bell County – Sept. 26
Bell County Expo Center Special Events Room
301 W. Loop 121 
Belton, TX 76513

Hidalgo County – Oct. 3
Hidalgo County Commissioners’ Courtroom
100 E. Cano St., 1st Floor 
Edinburg, TX 78539

Wise County – Oct. 31
Decatur Conference Center
2010 W. US 380
Decatur, TX 76234

TAC RMP Awards Program 
Expanded and Enhanced

The TAC Risk Management Pool (TAC RMP) launched 
an enhanced Awards Program to honor members for their 
commitment to controlling claims costs and developing and 
improving safety and loss control programs.

The effort expands and enhances TAC RMP’s former Safety 
Awards Program, which has been honoring TAC RMP members for 
more than a decade. 

The new TAC RMP Awards Program includes four types of 
awards. Members must apply between Sept. 1 and Dec. 15 to be 
considered for:

• Safety Achievement Award (formerly the Safety Award)
• Excellence in Safety Award (formerly the Gold Star Award)

No applications are required to be considered for:
• Zero Lost Time Award (new)
• Making a Difference Award
Visit www.county.org/TACRMPawards to learn more about 

each award criteria and to find online and PDF application forms 
(available Sept. 1-Dec. 15).

Feb 20-22, 2019  |  Sheraton Hotel, Georgetown
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Annual losses from ransomware attacks average $150 million.

Protect Your County – At No Cost

Don’t miss out. Train staff to think before they click.
Protect your county’s and your constituents’ information.

Register today at www.county.org/countycyber.

NEW FREE TRAINING!
Soon, TAC will roll out FREE cybersecurity 
awareness training to county officials and staff.

Be one of the first counties to participate!  
Provide staff with engaging online training on 
security-related topics like:

• Safe Remote and Mobile Computing
• Password Best Practices
• Preventing Ransomware
• Identifying Risks
• Data Storage, Retention and Destruction
• Risks of Social Media

2018 TAC County Cyber Security Ad for Sept./Oct. County.indd   1 8/8/18   10:21 AM

COUNTY INVESTMENT ACADEMY  
HONORS MEMBER ANNIVERSARIES

The Texas Association of Counties County Investment Academy (TAC CIA) recognized those pursuing excellence in their 
investment education. A luncheon was held during the annual Conference of the County Investment Academy June 27-29 
at the Sheraton Hotel in Georgetown to honor the 25-, 20-, 15-, 10- and 5-year anniversaries as an Academy member. Bell 
County Treasurer Charles Jones was recognized as this year’s 25-year honoree. Jones is retiring after serving since 1989. 
Pictured are those who were honored for 25, 20 and 15 years of Academy membership.

The conference brought together investment officers, economists and other experts to discuss the leading influences on 
the current economy and timely trends in investing. The CIA is a cooperative partnership between TAC and the McCoy 
College of Business Administration at Texas State University. Membership in the Academy is acquired through the 
completion of the Basics of County Investments Course or completion of the previous County Investment Officer (CIO) 
Level I Course.

Learn more about the County Investment Academy at www.county.org/investment.

25-YEAR HONOREE
Hon. Charles Jones (1)
Bell County Treasurer

20-YEAR HONOREES
Mr. Edward Dion (2)
El Paso County Auditor

Hon. Donna Kelly*
Erath County Treasurer

Mr. Kirk Kirkpatrick (3)
Johnson County Auditor

15-YEAR HONOREES
Ms. Diane Avila*
Pecos County First Assistant 
Auditor

Hon. Mary Horton (4)
Jackson County Treasurer

Hon. Leann Jennings (5)
Potter County Treasurer

Hon. Patsy Lassiter (6)
Cherokee County Treasurer

Hon. Lori Rangel (7)
Caldwell County Treasurer

Hon. Nancy Rister (8)
Williamson County Clerk

Hon. Cynthia Salinas (9)
Kenedy County Treasurer

Hon. Romeo Salinas (10)
Zapata County Treasurer

Hon. Barbara Wright*
Yoakum County Treasurer

10-YEAR HONOREES
Ms. Monika Arris 
Collin County Budget & Finance 
Director

Ms. Cynthia Berger-Schmidt 
Guadalupe County First Assistant 
Treasurer

Hon. Shonda Black 
Bailey County Treasurer

Hon. Renee Couch 
Comal County Treasurer

Hon. Deborah Huffman 
Angelina County Treasurer

Hon. Terrie Neuville 
Marion County Treasurer

Hon. Denise Salzbrenner 
Carson County Treasurer

Ms. Marisol Villarreal-Alonzo 
Hays County Auditor

Ms. Jeanna Willhelm 
Winkler County Auditor

5-YEAR HONOREES
Hon. Tanya Fallin
Palo Pinto County Treasurer

Hon. William Helton 
McLennan County Treasurer

*Picture not available.
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New Unfunded Mandates Video Released
TAC worked with 

county officials from 
across the state this 
summer to produce a 
new video to educate the 
public about unfunded 
mandates and to 
encourage legislators 
to Just Say No to new 
unfunded mandates. 

The new video is 
available on TAC’s 
Facebook page and 
YouTube channel. TAC 
encourages sharing it 
on social media, using 
it in presentations 
and sending it as 
an attachment to 
constituents, media 
and legislators. The 
video explains what 
an unfunded mandate 
is and how supporting 
a constitutional amendment would lessen the burden on county finances and 
property taxpayers.  

As part of the broader effort to assist county officials across the state in 
educating their constituents, legislators and state leaders about unfunded 
mandates, TAC has also created two informational pieces that delve deeper 
into the issue. County officials can order these informational cards on unfunded 
mandates for free to share with their constituents and use in public speaking 
engagements. 

Both pieces walk readers through a quick overview of what unfunded 
mandates are and how the practice affects county budgets and taxpayers’  
bottom lines. One card includes tear-off postcards that constituents can choose 
to mail to the governor and lieutenant governor if they feel strongly about the 
issue of safeguarding property taxpayers against unfunded mandates. Both 
cards direct readers to visit www.ProtectPropertyTaxpayers.org to learn more. 
This brochure is available for county officials to order online for free by visiting 
www.county.org/unfundedmandates and clicking Resources for County Officials, 
so stock up.

You can also help educate your constituents by just sharing  
www.ProtectPropertyTaxPayers.org on Facebook and Twitter with your 
colleagues at the courthouse and in regular conversations with your residents.

More than just a website, www.ProtectPropertyTaxPayers.org can help connect 
concerned citizens with their legislators and state leaders.

The site provides examples of unfunded mandates, a short history of 
legislative attempts to stop them and links to TAC’s unfunded mandates survey. 
The site also provides visitors the opportunity to contact their legislators in just 
a few clicks.

Suggested email text helps set a respectful tone for users as they begin to 
prepare their personalized remarks to their representatives. It also includes 
talking points to help them be direct in making their point.

REGIONAL 
POOL WORKSHOPS
RESOURCES AND SOLUTIONS FOR COUNTIES

2018

Plan to attend a one-day session near you to hear the latest on 
risk management, HR trends, workplace wellness and more. 

Free registration with lunch included.  
See www.county.org/calendar to learn more and to register.

Aug. 1 
Midland

Aug. 8 
Tyler

Aug. 15 
Amarillo

Sept. 26
Corpus 
Christi

Oct. 3
Abilene

oct. 24
Montgomery

Nov. 28
Waco

(800) 456-5974
county.org
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Courthouses
of Texas

Classical
 evival
ClassicalTHE

A
popular architectural style chosen for Texas courthouses 
constructed from the 1890s through the 1950s, Classical Revival 
(also known as Neo-Classical) is rooted in the architecture of 
classical antiquity based on Roman and Greek forms and order. 
The primary characteristic of this style is a simple building that 

is orderly, balanced and restrained. The style features symmetrically 
aligned windows, doors and other design elements and Classical 
ornament motifs such as dentils (which resemble teeth with gaps), egg 
and dart ornaments, and plant-inspired designs. Buildings constructed 
in this style also often emphasize a full height entry portico (a roof 
supported by columns), often topped with a pediment (or triangular piece) 
and filled with sculptural ornamentation.

Texas courthouses designed in this style include Briscoe, Hockley and 
Tom Green, all featured here. Dozens of county seats across the state are 
home to Classical Revival courthouses, including in Armstrong, Blanco, 
Brooks, Limestone, Lynn, Mason, Roberts, Wilbarger and Wood counties.

Editor’s note: This is the second in a series of photo essays highlighting 
architectural styles of Texas county courthouses. Photos are by Laura Skelding and 
story 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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Briscoe County Courthouse
1922 – Silverton

Amarillo architectural firm Smith & Townes designed the 
brick and concrete Briscoe County Courthouse. When it opened 
in 1922 it included a beautiful, Classical entablature and cornice 
that wrapped around the top of the building and sat atop its 
Classical full height entry portico. The building also originally 
included four-pane over two-pane, double-hung wood windows 
and wood entry doors and a transom. Although these features 
are now gone, its original, uniquely formed parapet wall still 
forms the top of the building, and the traditional dentils still 
form a band around the building defining the beginning of its 
second floor.

Briscoe County 
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Briscoe County 
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Hockley County 

Hockley County Courthouse
1928 – Levelland

The 1928 Hockley County Courthouse is a good example 
of Classical Revival architecture with its fluted ionic 
pilasters, highly symmetrical window and door placement 
and balustrade as pediment. A unique feature of the 
building is its heavy masonry joint articulation at its 
base, which grounds the building and references the work 
of architect Andrea Palladio, who first revisited Ancient 
Greek and Roman design in 16th century Italy. 

The building was designed by Preston Lee Walker and 
built of algonite stone and concrete.
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Hockley County 
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Tom Green County Courthouse
1928 – San Angelo

An elegant colonnade extends across the wide, south façade 
of the 1928 Tom Green County Courthouse, dominating the 
building and its main entrance. The massive Corinthian 
columns support a full entablature and high parapet that 
continues around the three-story building. The colonnade 
terminates in end masses on the east and west ends of the 
courthouse, which are also the ends of the porch created by the 
recessed area behind the columns. A tier of broad steps leads 
up to three sets of brass doors at its entrance and a wide stone 
header runs below the building’s flat roofline.

Donald R. Goss designed the concrete, brick and cast 
stone building, which reportedly cost the county $294,000 to 
construct.

Tom Green County 
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Tom Green County 

Collin County Comal County

Fort Bend County

Hidalgo County

Midland County

Washington County Williamson County Wilson County

Technology makes 
foreclosure notices 
more accessible and 
saves the county 
$28,000 annually.

A Competency 
Coordinator 
improves its MHMC/
Indigent Defense 
and better serves 
the mentally ill.

A modernized 
Adopt-a-Roadway 
program engages the 
community and saves 
the county money.

A modernized 
evidence/property 
room is now safer and 
more efficient.

A new Nuisance 
Abatement Program 
addresses the health and 
safety needs of its rural 
residents.

County employees nominate 
coworkers for monthly recognition. 
Enthusiasm and morale are 
reportedly at an all-time high.

Part guide, 
part history, it 
published the first-
of-its-kind Guide 
to Your County 
Government 
booklet.

A modernized 
incident reporting 
tool makes 
processing claims 
easier – yielding 
annual person-hour 
savings of $15,900.

Strategic alliances 
have helped expand 
public library 
services throughout 
the county, more 
than doubling its 
visitors.

County Best Practices Awards program

Congratulations
Dozens of innovative, scalable and replicable solutions are happening in these and 
other counties across Texas. Look for more in-depth coverage of each 2018 County 

Best Practices Awards recipient in upcoming issues of County magazine. 

Recognizing Outstanding Achievements and Innovations in County Government
Learn more at www.county.org/bestpractices

2018 Best Practices - COUNTY Mag ad - Sept-Oct_REV 20180911.indd   1 9/11/18   3:32 PM
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THE 2018 
LEGISLATIVE 
CONFERENCE 

IS IN THE 
BOOKS

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.

“The Legislature only meets every 
other year, but the work has no 
beginning and no end for counties. 
It’s a non-stop effort, which is why 
this conference is so important every 
year. It’s a chance to connect with 
colleagues and legislators, learn 
what’s new — what the best practices 
are — and make the connections 
and the case for how valuable local 
government is to this state,” said TAC 
Legal and Legislative Director Garry 
Merritt. 

During the three days in Austin, 
county officials heard from not only 

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

Your Voice.
Your County.

The Truth.
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their peers in public service, but also 
experts on a wide variety of issues and 
the legislators who worked on those 
issues at the Capitol. 

This year’s discussion sessions 
included: 

• An update on contentious property 
tax and appraisal system issues, 
a central focus last time the 
Legislature met, and a priority 
again for the coming session;

• A discussion of disaster recovery, 
Hurricane Harvey and the State 
Action Plan with the Texas 
General Land Office;

• A spotlight on current criminal 
justice issues, including mental 
health and criminal justice 
programs aimed at reducing 
incarceration rates for individuals 
with mental illness;

• An examination of the rising costs 
of unfunded and underfunded 
state mandates, and the plan for 
ending the practice; 

• And candid discussions of 
numerous other issues counties 
face.

County magazine will feature in-
depth coverage of many of these issues 
and sessions in the coming months.

The Opening General Session 
kicked off with former Disney 
executive, Dennis Snow, a customer 
service and leadership expert. He 
provided a “how-to” program for 
delivering outstanding experiences, 
and an all-encompassing approach to 
county operations, making excellence 
business as usual.

“You know your constituents have 
high expectations. They want a high 
standard of service, and they want 
good value for their taxes. The bottom 
line is that they expect world-class 
service,” said Snow. His presentation 
focused on how counties can deliver on 
those expectations. 

Nancy H. Baird followed Snow, 
bringing a leadership lens to his 
approaches and processes that refocus 
teams to a constituent-centered 
experience mindset. 

Finally, TAC Sr. Legislative 
Manager Rick Thompson took the 
stage to zero in on how the lessons 
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imparted by the previous speakers 
could be put into practice in engaging 
with legislators and the legislative 
process in 2019. He closed out the 
session by calling on the audience 
to put those lessons into practice 
right then. He asked them to text 
TAXPAYERS to 52886. Participants 
received an instant reply with a link 
to a microsite that allowed them to 
send messages to their legislators 
about unfunded mandates in just a 
few clicks. A map behind Thompson 
displayed pins for the home county of 
each official who took action. 

The videos are now available on 
www.ProtectPropertyTaxPayers.org  
and www.county.org/unfundedmandates
for playback at any time. 

The conference closed out Friday 
morning with the a stirring talk from 
outgoing TAC Executive Director Gene 
Terry who emphasized that Restore 
What’s Right, the theme of this years 
conference, means county officials 
must continue doing what they do 
best: Serving their communities and 
ensuring that Texas counties deliver 
on the promise of local government 
that is connected and accountable to 
the people.

“You will go into that courthouse 
and do what you do best. You’ll do 
what you did last week and you’ll do 
what you’ll do the next week. You’ll 
serve the people of Texas.”

Notable speakers included Rep. 
DeWayne Burns (R-Cleburne), Rep. 
Garnet Coleman (D-Houston), Rep. 
Geanie Morrison (R-Victoria), and 
Rep. Hugh Shine (R-Temple) who 
spoke on session panels and answered 
county officials’ questions about a 
variety of legislative topics.

Several county officials, department 
heads, and state agency staff also 
led discussions and helped educate 
their colleagues on many topics. 
Those county officials and county 
employees included Harris County 
Chief Appraiser Roland Altinger, 
Refugio County Judge Robert 
Blaschke, Jefferson County Judge Jeff 
Branick, Executive Director of the 
Texas Indigent Defense Commission 
Geoffrey Burkhart, Lubbock County 
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Justice of the Peace Ann-Marie 
Carruth, Williamson County Sheriff 
Robert Chody, Tom Green County 
Auditor Nathan Cradduck, Harris 
County Judge Ed Emmett, Travis 
County Constable Chief Deputy Bobby 
Gutierrez, Glasscock County Judge 
Kim Halfmann, State District Court 
Judge Julie H. Kocerek, Executive 
Director of the Texas Association 
of Regional Councils Ginny Lewis, 
Kaufman County Assistant District 
Attorney Rebecca Lundberg, Burnet 
County Justice of the Peace Roxanne 
Nelson, Senior Deputy Director 
of Community Development and 
Revitalization at the General Land 
Office Pete Phillips, Brazos County 
Tax Assessor-Collector Kristeen 
Roe, Washington County Clerk Beth 
Rothermel, Mental Health and Jail 
Diversion Bureau Watch Commander 
for the Crisis Intervention Response 
Team (CIRT) and Homeless Outreach 
Team (HOT) with the Harris County 
Sheriff’s Office Tommy Shelton, 
Webb County Judge Tano Tijerina, 
and Tarrant County Judge Glen 
Whitley. In-depth coverage of the 
topics discussed at this year’s 
conference will appear in subsequent 
issues of County magazine.*
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THE LONG ROAD 
TO RECOVERY

COUNTY JUDGES LOOK BACK AT 
HURRICANE HARVEY, THE LESSONS 
LEARNED AND THE CHANGES NEEDED
By Jorjanna Price
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F
irst there was shock over the 
scope and intensity of Hurricane 
Harvey, a mega-storm unlike 
any seen in this state. Then 
came the valiant rescues and 

emergency operations.
Finally, with clear skies returning, 

it was time for the cleanup and 
recovery, which would prove to be the 
most tedious and frustrating aspect 
of dealing with a torrential weather 
system that impacted all or parts of 
60 counties cited in the state disaster 
declaration. 

More than a year later, many areas 
in Southeast Texas are still dealing 
with the aftermath of Harvey, with 
recovery proceeding slowly. 

“People are still healing mentally 
and physically. We all know this 
recovery process is going to take 
years,” said Refugio County Judge 
Robert Blaschke.

In hindsight, county officials 
praise their first responders and the 
determined crews and volunteers 
who entered damaged areas to help 
stranded residents and restore 
vital services. They marvel at the 
resilience of residents who returned 
home and set out to revive their 
community and restore normalcy.

“When you get hit by Mother 
Nature like we did, it’s heartwarming 
to see everyone pull together,” said 
Aransas County Judge Burt Mills.

But county leaders know all too 
well that challenges remain — 
rebuilding houses and business, 
discarding remaining storm debris 
and improving flood abatement 
among them. They also face repairing 
infrastructure and coordinating with 
state and federal recovery agencies. 
And looming in the not-too-distant 
future is concern over how to prepare 
for the next natural disaster while 
hampered by legal limitations placed 
on county governments. 

Federal Bureaucracy Slows 
Recovery

When Harvey came ashore near 
Rockport on Aug. 25, 2017, it arrived 
as a Category 4 hurricane, packing 
sustained winds of 130 mph. The 
wind damage was torrential along the 
coast. Even though it was downgraded 
to a tropical storm as the system 
moved inland, the storm meandered 
for days, causing catastrophic 
flooding. The high winds and flooding 
unleashed unprecedented damage 
in a swath from Corpus Christ to 
Beaumont. Parts of the Houston area 
recorded more than 50 inches of rain 
in four days.

The Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) 
estimates about 30 percent of the 
state’s population lived in the land 
mass affected by Hurricane Harvey 
and, of the households affected, 80 
percent did not have flood insurance. 
An estimated 890,000 households 
have applied for FEMA disaster aid. 

While actual damages have yet to 
be determined, Harvey’s ultimate cost 
has been estimated at $125 billion, 
the most expensive hurricane to hit 
Texas.

One state official said when he first 
viewed the storm damage in Aransas 

County that “it looked like Port 
Aransas had been swept away by a 
gigantic broom and a bomb blew up in 
Rockport.”

“I would say Aransas County was 
ground zero,” said Mills, whose county 
courthouse was so severely damaged 
it had to be demolished. His and other 
county offices are working out of a 
former hardware store while a new 
courthouse is being planned. 

Mills lists housing recovery among 
his chief concerns because without 
proper accommodations it is hard 
to rebuild a workforce and jump-
start the local economy. The delay in 
home rebuilding is one he blames on 
bureaucracy, a frustration shared by 
many counties trying to recover from 
Harvey.

“What do FEMA and Washington 
know about what is going on here?” 
he asks. “If they’d just listen to people 
who experienced the disaster and 
know what they need, but instead we 
have to go through all this paperwork 
over and over again.”

His long-term recovery team 
compiled a white paper to share 
their views and frustrations over the 
complexity of the lengthy recovery 
process. While they acknowledge that 
federal and state agencies “worked 

The front window of Aransas County treasurer’s office with the 
ceiling and walls collapsed on the other side. A travel trailer 
blew through those front doors. 
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really hard and have gone out of their 
way to assist with recovery, almost a 
year after the storm the county was 
still hearing that federal housing 
funds would be months away.

“The critical issue with the federal 
funding and speed of recovery 
efforts appears to be the extensive 
documentation and many complex 
federal requirements and laws that 
must be addressed,” the paper states.

Congress has approved $15 billion 
in Harvey disaster aid. According 
to procedures, federal rules must be 
drafted, then the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development 
requests an action plan. The Texas 
General Land Office (GLO) gathered 
public comments, submitted the 
action plan and received approval in 
May. To distribute buyout, acquisition 
and infrastructure funds, the GLO 
has partnered with councils of 
governments to develop methods of 
distribution.

By late July, Mills summarized the 
status of public assistance: “It’s in the 
works but, let me put it this way, no 
hammers are hitting nails.”

Pre-disaster Planning Crucial
Clearing storm debris is high on 

the list of county priorities and one 
that needs immediate attention after 
a disaster. Removing debris is critical 
because of the hazards it poses to 
emergency responders who are the 
first on the scene, and it impedes 
their ability to perform rescues.

Debris removal was a massive 
undertaking in Harris County, which 
experienced historic flooding for 
days. The county flood control district 
estimated the debris removed from 
area creeks and bayous totals some 
140,000 cubic yards. That didn’t even 
include the curbside pickups of ruined 
contents from homes. More than 
150,000 homes were flooded. 

Paying for extensive cleanup 

can be difficult if cities or counties 
are not prepared financially. They 
have to draw what they can from 
operating budgets and wait for federal 
reimbursement, which can take years. 

Furthermore, many contractors 
arrive from out of state, move into 
high-density areas, and work for the 
highest bidders, bypassing smaller 
areas with limited budgets. 

Storm debris needs to be cleared as 
soon as possible because “by getting 
all that out of the way only then 
can you see what the real damage 
is and what can wait,” explained 
San Patricio County Judge Terry 
Simpson in Sinton. Plus it is a boost 
to morale. “People just feel better 
when everything they see isn’t torn 
up houses and downed trees.”

Although Texas coastal 
communities hadn’t seen a hurricane 
in decades, Simpson’s county had 
been planning for the worst-case 
scenario. Over the course of 10 years, 

Hurricane Harvey damaged 204,000 homes, and more than 
10,000 people who were trapped in their homes or on flooded 
highways were rescued. 
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county commissioners accumulated a 
contingency storm fund from money 
left from each annual budget. When 
the Harvey cleanup bill came to $4.5 
million, San Patricio County paid 
its bills — no waiting for outside 
assistance. 

Eleven months after the storm, the 
county received federal funds close 
to 80 percent of what was spent on 
cleanup, said Simpson, adding that 
those funds will be used to start a 
new contingency fund.

San Patricio County also got a step 
ahead by contracting annually with 
a cleanup company, one experienced 
with federal regulations. “After the 
storm, everyone was scrambling to 
find someone to do this work,” said 
Simpson. “But we had our company 
and they knew what do to. It took 
about two months for them to collect 
it, grind it up and haul it off.” 

Jefferson County also does disaster 
planning by lining up generators, 
cleanup companies, canteens, showers 
and other services in advance. 
“Having pre-disaster planning in 
place will speed up housing recovery 
and infrastructure repairs,” said 
County Judge Jeff Branick in 
Beaumont. 

After one-quarter of Jefferson 
County homes flooded during 
Hurricane Harvey, Branick has been 
preaching the need for homeowner 
flood insurance. “That applies no 
matter where you live in Texas, be it 
Austin or Lubbock. The insurance is 
inexpensive compared to what it cost 
to redo a home.”

Branick also has encouraged 
residents to build “more resiliently” 
so that structures can better 
withstand hurricanes and floods. 
With Texas having a high rate of 
natural disasters of all kinds, he said, 
that cautionary tale should become 
customary practice.

Looking Ahead
Hurricane Harvey was the third 

major flood event in five years for the 
Houston area.

There are hundreds of tributaries 
and drainage ditches all over the 

county and “we need for 
all of those to work at 
their absolute capacity,” 
said Harris County 
Judge Emmett. But 
widespread drainage 
problems after the 
hurricane meant major 
roads were swamped and 
state emergency crews had difficulty 
even getting into Harris County. “If 
they can’t get here, it doesn’t do us 
any good,” he said.

To better prepare for the next 
hurricane, Harris County’s answer 
was a $2.5 billion bond referendum  
to finance more than 100 proposed 
flood control projects across the 
region. Voters approved the package 
on August 25, the first anniversary 
of the storm. Over the next 15 years, 
the county will undertake large-scale 
flood mitigation projects including 
drainage improvements, upgraded 
warning systems, infrastructure 
repairs, home buyouts and 
construction of additional detention 
basins.

Even with those measures, Emmett 
maintains he and county officials will 
be working at a disadvantage. That is 
because counties, unlike cities, lack 
general ordinance-making authority 
and therefore have no power to adopt 
and enforce a comprehensive drainage 
plan for unincorporated areas. 

In his most recent “State of the 
County” address, Emmett explained: 
“With 4.7 million residents, Harris 
County is the third most populous 
county in the nation. Almost 2 
million of those residents live in 
unincorporated Harris County, where 
there is virtually no ordinance-
making authority and where services 
are funded almost exclusively by the 
property tax.”

Jim Allison, general counsel of the 
County Judges and Commissioners 
Association of Texas, agrees 
Hurricane Harvey revealed a glaring 
omission in county authority. Allison 
testified before the House Committee 
on County Affairs, one of several state 
panels examining how Texas fared 
after the hurricane, that counties do 
not have the ordinance-making and 
enforcement authority to fully address 
flood risks in unincorporated areas.

Only through plat regulations 
can counties require subdivision 
developers to manage drainage within 
the subdivision, he said, but the 

A line of portables outside the Aransas County treasurer’s 
office. After the hurricane downtown Rockport had no sewer 
or water service.

The Aransas County courthouse sustained severe damage to 
walls and roof. The building was demolished in February; plans 
are underway for a replacement.
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Getting Ahead of the Next 
Natural Disaster

In consultation with county officials throughout Southeast Texas, the Texas Association of 
Counties has compiled an “emergency preparedness checklist” to strengthen state and local 
responses during the next hurricane or major weather event.

Hurricane Harvey survivors say there are more effective ways to use public resources 
after such a catastrophic event. Doing so would enhance communities’ ability to recover and 
revitalize their economy.

Some of the specific recommendations for state action are:

Emergency housing. When workers cannot return to their homes, the local economy 
suffers. The state needs to:

• Prioritize identifying and addressing housing needs immediately after a storm;
• Connect residents with temporary housing, such as trailers, within days, not weeks ; 

and
• Prioritize housing for low- to moderate-income workers — such as apartments and 

multi-family units — for damage appraisal and grants or loans.

Debris removal. Clearing storm debris is essential for protecting the public, restoring 
utilities and providing access for emergency vehicles. The state should:

• Maintain a disaster relief fund to provide immediate support to local entities for debris 
removal and other needs;

• Ensure sufficient state funding exists to support local disaster recovery, even when 
federal participation thresholds are not met; 

• Pre-qualify debris removal contractors to prevent contract defaults and price gouging; 
and

• Pool debris removal assets to ensure proper allocation and prevent over-promising.

Stronger state and local partnerships. A streamlined system is needed to 
reduce bureaucratic hurdles and provide timely, accurate information to counties.

• Designate a single state agency to be responsible for training local officials and 
providing immediate response specialists to assist mayors and county judges in 
coordinating with the state and FEMA;

• Ensure this agency provides a hotline for immediate consultation and instruction to 
local officials on proper documentationto qualify and implement recovery efforts and 
expenditures; and

• Designate a trained individual or team familiar with the grant process to serve as a 
coordination point for jurisdictions regarding grant opportunities, grant guidelines, data 
requirements and assistance with finding opportunities to access recovery funds;

• Incentivize private participation in recovery efforts through state tax credits against the 
margins and severance taxes; and

• Not restrict the financial flexibility of counties to plan for, respond to and recover from 
disasters.

actions by developers “may actually 
exacerbate the flooding risk and 
damage” elsewhere due to the lack  
of coordination.

Similarly, counties have limited 
authority to require street 
construction in platted subdivisions 
and are unable to require adequate 
street maintenance. He said 
dilapidated streets pose a danger to 
residents and first responders in the 
middle of a storm.

For state agencies and local 
governments to be fully prepared 
for the next hurricane, Allison 
proposed, “a single state agency be 
responsible for training local officials 
and providing immediate response 
specialists in coordinating with the 
state and FEMA following a disaster. 
He also has urged the creation of a 
state fund to support local disaster 
recovery. 

Time for Action
Only too glad to see “Harvey” 

retired from the rotating names 
assigned to hurricanes, county 
officials who survived its wrath are 
making their voices heard before the 
Legislature convenes in 2019. They 
are motivated to offer ideas on how 
to better respond and recover from 
natural disasters, and they want to 
put their experience to work with 
specific action points.

To ensure their messages reach 
state leaders, the Texas Association 
of Counties has spent much of 
2018 reaching out to county 
officials, analyzing their needs and 
frustrations, and compiling their 
recommendations. 

The result is the “Emergency 
Preparedness Checklist,” which spells 
out specific proposals for the state 
before another major storm event 
(see related article, “Getting Ahead 
of the Next Natural Disaster.”) These 
recommendations will be presented to 
lawmakers in January. 

To see the complete checklist, go to 
https://www.county.org/TAC/media/
TACMedia/Legislative/Emergency-
Preparedness-checklist-August-2018.
pdf. *

Take Action to Protect 
Property Taxpayers

Help your constituents understand unfunded mandates.

Share www.ProtectPropertyTaxpayers.org on 
social media, with your colleagues at the courthouse, 
and in regular conversations with your residents. 

More Than Just a Website
ProtectPropertyTaxpayers.org takes readers 
through a quick overview of what an unfunded 
mandate is and how it affects property taxes. 
The site then provides the opportunity to contact 
legislators in just a few clicks. 

Text TAXPAYER to 52886 to have the link 
sent directly to your smartphone.

Leg. Ad. Texas Association of Counties, Gene Terry, Executive Director, 1210 San Antonio, Austin, TX 78701

(800) 456-5974
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What happens when an oil or 
gas well stops producing, 
when it reaches the end 

of its economic life? Studies have 
shown that unattended wells can leak 
methane and other contaminants 
into groundwater and create other 
environmental problems according to 
the Wall Street Journal. To prevent 
this from happening, the well must 
be plugged, which typically involves 
pulling out leftover drilling equipment 
and filling in the hole with absorbent 
materials like bentonite (a type of 
clay) and then capping the well with 
cement. But, plugging costs can range 
from several thousand dollars to tens 
of thousands per well.1

State law requires all oil and gas 
well operators to post a bond, letter 
of credit or cash deposit — which 
the Railroad Commission of Texas 
(Commission) will collect if operators 
abandon a well — if they can no longer 
legally produce or sell oil and gas.2 

While the well operators should 
plug the well, sometimes this does not 
happen. Particularly near the end of 
an oil or gas boom, companies often go 
bankrupt or simply abandon the wells 
for financial reasons. As a result, the 
state often ends up holding the bag as 
the payor of last resort.3

However, the bonds do not cover 
the full cost of plugging the wells. 
Last year, the Sunset Commission 
found that bonds and other sureties 
covered only 15.9 percent of the cost 
of plugging abandoned wells. Their 
June 2017 report noted that in 2016, 
the Railroad Commission spent 
$11,772,895 plugging 692 wells — 
spending $17,012 per well. Of that 
amount, approximately $7 million 
came from sources other than the 
bonds. The report also noted that, 
“With a backlog of 9,715 abandoned 
wells, the Railroad Commission could 
be on the hook to pay more than $165 
million to plug all of those wells.”4 
To deal with this issue, the Sunset 

What are Orphaned Wells 
and Where Can We Find Them?

Commission recommended an increase 
in statutory bonding requirements 
sufficient “to better reflect risk and 
increase equitability.”

Texas created the Oil and Gas 
Regulation and Cleanup (OGRC) 
Fund for this purpose during the 
82nd Legislature in 2011, replacing 
previous well-plugging funds. The 
Railroad Commission maintains a 
list (http://www.rrc.state.tx.us/oil-gas/
environmental-cleanup-programs/
state-managed-plugging/) of orphaned 
oil wells and gas wells (orphan wells) 
waiting to be plugged with state funds 
including, but not limited to OGRC 
funds.5 

The Railroad Commission defines 
orphaned oil wells as “inactive, 
non-compliant wells that have been 
inactive for at least 12 months and the 
responsible operator’s Organizational 
Report (Form P-5) has been delinquent 
for greater than 12 months.”

The Railroad Commission’s “Oilfield 

Cleanup Program Annual Report for 
Fiscal Year 2017” (http://www.rrc.
state.tx.us/media/43931/ofcu-program-
annual-report-2017.pdf) noted the 
presence of 5,687 orphaned wells as 
of August 31, 2017. The report notes 
that the operators of record plug most 
of the compliant inactive wells and 
many of the non-compliant inactive 
wells; however, some number of the 
compliant and many of the orphan 
wells will be plugged by the Railroad 
Commission using OGRC funds as 
well as other state and/or federal 
funds.6

However, the Railroad Commission 
modified the definition of orphan 
wells effective September 2016 
in Statewide Rule (SWR) 14(b)2. 
Consequently, comparing the current 
number of orphan wells to the number 
of such wells prior to that date is not 
straightforward. For example, the 
Railroad Commission notes in the 
“Oilfield Cleanup Program Annual 
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Report for Fiscal Year 2016” a count of 
10,161 orphan wells for August 2016 
under the prior definition, but only 
6,805 orphan wells in September 2016 
using their new definition.7

Since then, the count fell to 5,687 
orphan wells in August 2017, before 
increasing to 6,494 by June 2018. 

Map 1 shows the total number of 
orphaned oil and gas wells by county 
as of June 2018. The semi-transparent 
overlay shows the location of tight 
gas basins across the state as of 
2015 according to the U.S. Energy 
Information Agency. These basins 
cover a much broader area than the 
current shale plays, but line up well 
with the counties that have orphan 
wells. 

Not all orphaned wells are captured 
on these maps. The June 2018 list 
includes 69 orphaned wells in the Gulf 
of Mexico. These wells can be found in: 
Matagorda Island SB (3), Brazos LB 
(29), High Island LB (9), High Island 
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1 “What to Know about Orphaned Wells,” Wall Street Journal, February 25, 2015, accessed August 1, 2018, https://blogs.wsj.com/briefly/2015/02/25/
what-to-know-about-orphaned-wells-the-short-answer/.

2 §§ 91.103, 91.104, 91.1041, 91.1042, and 91.105, Texas Natural Resource Code.
3 “What to Know About Orphaned Wells.”
4 Staff Report with Final Results, Railroad Commission of Texas, Sunset Advisory Commission, June 2017, 44, accessed August 1, 2018,  

https://www.sunset.texas.gov/public/uploads/files/reports/Railroad%20Commissio%20of%20Texas%20Staff%20Report%20with%20Final%20
Results_6-21-17.pdf. 

5 “State Managed Plugging,” Railroad Commission of Texas, last updated July 9, 2018, accessed July 31, 2018, http://www.rrc.state.tx.us/oil-gas/
environmental-cleanup-programs/state-managed-plugging/.

6 Oilfield Cleanup Program Annual Report for Fiscal Year 2017, Railroad Commission of Texas, January 23, 2018, accessed July 31, 2018,  
http://www.rrc.state.tx.us/media/43931/ofcu-program-annual-report-2017.pdf.

7 Oilfield Cleanup Program Annual Report for Fiscal Year 2016, Railroad Commission of Texas, December 6, 2016, accessed July 31, 2018,  
http://www.rrc.state.tx.us/media/37219/ogrc-annual-report-2016.pdf.

8 “Texas Coastal Counties, Offshore and Bay Areas, Oil and Gas Division Districts,” Railroad Commission of Texas, accessed July 31, 2018,  
http://www.rrc.state.tx.us/media/8992/cty_coast_offshore.pdf.

9 Petrohawk Energy Corporation, “Petrohawk Discovers Shale Gas Field in South Texas,” Rigzone, October 21, 2008, accessed August 1, 2018, 
https://www.rigzone.com/news/oil_gas/a/68125/petrohawk_discovers_shale_gas_field_in_south_texas/.

SB (11), Matagorda Island LB (6), 
Mustang Island LB (9), and Mustang 
Island SB (2). For more information 
on where these areas located, see the 
Railroad Commission’s online map, 
“Texas Coastal Counties, Offshore 
and Bay Areas, Oil and Gas Division 
Districts.”8

In many cases, the orphan wells 
have been inactive far longer than 12 
months. The June 2018 list of orphan 
wells includes 1,617 wells that have 
been inactive for 246 months. To put 

that into perspective, the Petrohawk 
Energy Corporation (now part of BHP 
Billiton) drilled the initial Eagle Ford 
Shale discovery well in 2008 in La 
Salle County. Petrohawk announced 
their findings in October 2008, a mere 
116 months prior to June 2018.9 

Map 2 shows the location of wells 
that have been orphaned for more 
than ten years which is 120 months 
or four months longer than the Eagle 
Ford has been producing. To make this 
map easier to read, it does not include 
the basin overlay. Also, note that the 
brackets, which were adjusted due to 
the relatively smaller number of old 
orphan wells, differ from those used in 
the first map. 

For June 2018, the Commission’s 
list included 3,504 wells orphaned for 
more than 120 months. Of those, 35 
were located offshore in the Gulf areas 
previously mentioned. 

The Sunset Commission estimated 
the Railroad Commission’s liability 
for 9,715 abandoned oil and gas wells 
to be as much as $165 million. With 
the change in definition for orphaned 
wells, that number appears lower 
with only 6,494 orphaned wells as 
of June 2018 – a difference of 3,221 
wells. Still, even if we assume those 
3,221 wells are not a threat to either 
our pocketbooks or our environment, 
that remains a large number of wells 
that need to be plugged – each of them 
potentially contaminating our water 
and air for years. *



Endorsed by

Want a slice  
of the pie?
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alone. And members get a second 
helping with vendor direct rebates.

BuyBoard—a trusted, transparent 
source of cooperative purchasing.
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The Texas Association of Counties County Information 

Resources Agency (TAC CIRA) services counties

and local government by providing technology services 

and resources including:

• Website hosting

• Email services

• Website creation

• Domain name registration and hosting

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

• County management of website content

For more information on TAC CIRA,  

visit www.cira.state.tx.us

Providing Technological Services  
and Resources to Texas Counties

county.org  �  cira.state.tx.us  �  (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.

OCTOBER
3, TAC Regional Pool Workshop
Abilene Convention Center, 1100 N. 6th 
St., Abilene, TX, (325) 676-6211. For more 
information, contact Amy Lawson or Adrienne 
Bethke at (800) 456-5974.

3, Legislative Exchange Regional Meeting
Hidalgo County Commissioners’ Courtroom,  
100 E. Cano, 1st Floor, Edinburg, TX. Meeting 
begins at 10 a.m.; lunch served at noon.  
For more information, contact Amy Ruedas at 
(800) 456-5974.

8-11, 96th Annual County Judges and 
Commissioners Association of Texas 
Conference
The Woodlands Waterway Marriott Hotel & 
Conference Center, 1601 Lake Robbins Dr., 
The Woodlands, TX, (281) 367-9797. For more 
information contact Michele Ewerz or Rachel 
Kucera at (800) 456-5974.

16-19, 73rd Annual Texas Association of 
County Auditors Fall Conference
Holiday Inn San Antonio Riverwalk, 217 N. St. 
Mary’s St., San Antonio, TX, (210) 224-2500. For 
more information contact Luz Hinojosa or Sam 
Burke at (800) 456-5974.

17, Managing Stress and Burnout for Law 
Enforcement Workshop
Walker County Storm Shelter, 455 Texas 75, 
Huntsville, TX. For more information, please 
contact your TAC Law Enforcement Consultant at 
(800) 456-5974.

24, TAC Regional Pool Workshop
La Torretta, 600 La Torretta Blvd., Montgomery, TX 
(936) 448-4400. For more information, contact Amy 
Lawson or Adrienne Bethke at (800) 456-5974.

31, Legislative Exchange Regional Meeting
Wise County Legislative Exchange Decatur 
Conference Center 2010 West US 380 Decatur, 
TX. For more information, contact Amy Ruedas at 
(800) 456-5974.

November
8-9, Texas Public Fund Investment 
Conference
The Westin Hotel Houston, 945 Gessner Rd., 
Houston, TX. For more information, contact 
Deanna Auert or Nino Miranda at (800) 456-5974.

12-15, VG Young Institute School for County 
Tax Assessor-Collectors
Waco Convention Center, 100 Washington Ave., 
Waco, TX. For more information contact  
V.G. Young Institute of County Government at 
(979) 845-2604.

14-16, Fall Judicial Education Session
Embassy Suites Hotel and Conference Center, 
1001 E. McCarty Ln., San Marcos, TX. For more 
information, contact Allyssa Lee or Adrienne 
Bethkeat (800) 456-5974.

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

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

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

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

11-14, New Treasurers’’ Seminar
Embassy Suites San Marcos, 1001 E. McCarty 
Lane, San Marrcos, TX. For information on 
sponsorship opportunities please contact Deanna 
Auert or call (800) 456-5974.

The Texas Association of Counties County Information 

Resources Agency (TAC CIRA) services counties

and local government by providing technology services 

and resources including:

• Website hosting

• Email services

• Website creation

• Domain name registration and hosting

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

• County management of website content

For more information on TAC CIRA,  

visit www.cira.state.tx.us
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and Resources to Texas Counties

county.org  �  cira.state.tx.us  �  (800) 456-5974
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13, Preparing to Take Office Workshop
La Torretta Lake Resort, 600 La Torretta Blvd., 
Montgomery, TX. For more information contact 
Amy Lawson at (800) 456-5974.

13, Preparing to Take Office Workshop
Holiday Inn, 5275 E. 42nd St, Odessa, TX.  
For more information contact Amy Lawson at 
(800) 456-5974.

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

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

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

20, Preparing to Take Office Workshop
Hilton Waco, 113 University Parks Dr., Waco, 
TX. For more information contact Amy Lawson at 
(800) 456-5974.
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2018 
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.
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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.
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📰 Readings
Research, articles, publications and websites

LESSONS FROM THE MOUSE: A GUIDE FOR APPLYING 
DISNEY WORLD’S SECRETS OF SUCCESS TO YOUR 
ORGANIZATION, YOUR CAREER, AND YOUR LIFE  
By Dennis Snow 

Dennis Snow’s “Lessons from the Mouse” provides 10 no-nonsense, 
practical principles that anyone, anywhere can apply. He entertains 
while he educates with chapters like “’What Time Is the 3:00 
Parade?’ Is Not a Stupid Question.”

Snow was one of the opening keynote presenters at TAC’s 2018 Legislative Conference in 
August where he shared some of his experience as a former Disney executive. “Lessons 
from the Mouse” presents 10 lessons that guide readers in applying excellence in their own 
organizations, careers and lives. Whether being used as a tool for increased organizational 
effectiveness or a guide for the college grad or new entrepreneur, “Lessons from the Mouse” 
offers timeless, straightforward advice. Attendees at the Legislative Conference received a 
copy of the book, as well as the opportunity to meet the author to have their book signed.

BIRD ON A BLADE HARDCOVER   
By Rosanne Cash (Author), Dan Rizzie (Artist)

With an iconic sound that transcends country, pop, rock, 
and blues, Rosanne Cash’s voice and vision have captured 
American life for generations of fans. Over the same time 
span, internationally acclaimed artist Dan Rizzie has wowed 
collectors with his evocative paintings, prints, and collages. 
Now, in a book that is as unique as their artistry, Cash and 
her longtime friend Rizzie have teamed up to create an 
extraordinary hybrid. Blending images created by Rizzie with 
strands of lyrics from a variety of Cash’s songs, “Bird on 

a Blade” is a mosaic designed to inspire the imagination and soothe the heart. The work 
of a harmonious duet, the fifty pairings in this book exude inspiration from cover to cover. 
University of Texas Press. 

HORSES IN THE AMERICAN WEST: PORTRAYALS BY TWENTY-FOUR ARTISTS  
By Heidi Brady (Author), Scott White (Author), Glenn Blodgett (Foreword) 

Images of working cowhands and their horses loom large 
in the mind’s eye of many who love the American West. 
Those same images form the heart and soul of this lavishly 
illustrated book, which captures the viewpoints, values 
and observations of 24 respected contemporary artists. 
The artists’ own words illuminate the painting, sculpture, 
photography and drawings of these award-winning, 
supremely creative individuals, allowing readers a glimpse 
into their creative processes.

The two dozen artists profiled here include ranch owners, 
working hands, professional photographers, rodeo 
cowboys, art instructors, graphic designers, a saddle maker and a former predator hunter. 
Texas A&M University Press.

Snow was one of the opening keynote presenters at TAC’s 2018 Legislative Conference in 

BIRD ON A BLADE HARDCOVER 
By Rosanne Cash (Author), Dan Rizzie (Artist)

With an iconic sound that transcends country, pop, rock, 
and blues, Rosanne Cash’s voice and vision have captured 
American life for generations of fans. Over the same time 
span, internationally acclaimed artist Dan Rizzie has wowed 
collectors with his evocative paintings, prints, and collages. 
Now, in a book that is as unique as their artistry, Cash and 
her longtime friend Rizzie have teamed up to create an 
extraordinary hybrid. Blending images created by Rizzie with 
strands of lyrics from a variety of Cash’s songs, “Bird on 

a Blade” is a mosaic designed to inspire the imagination and soothe the heart. The work 

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.

cowboys, art instructors, graphic designers, a saddle maker and a former predator hunter. 
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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.

Historic Shelby County Jail

The Shelby County Jail is an outstanding example of an 1880’s small 
town Texas county jail. It is a rarity among Texas jails of the 19th 
century precisely because it was designed at the same time as the county 

courthouse and by the same architect. The jail is now home to the Shelby 
County Chamber of Commerce. Photo by TAC County Relation Officer Alan 
Bristol. *
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