State of the County 2008

April 17, 2008

By Chairman Scott Christiansen
For the Rockford Chamber of Commerce

Good afternoon county board members, elected officials, county staff members, community leaders and fellow citizens.

Thank you to the Chamber of Commerce and Einar Forsman for providing this forum.  You do an excellent job serving your members as the Voice of Business in our community.

By the way, I have stationed bailiffs equipped with County issued Nike track shoes at each exit should any of you try to run out before I am finished.

State of the County

I am very pleased to report that the State of the County is stronger than ever. Strong because we have laid a solid foundation and are building for the future. 

COUNTY ADMINISTRATION and MANAGEMENT

Winnebago County Government has over 1,600 full time employees, we run a jail, a police agency, court services, a nursing home, a health department, animal services; we oversee a forest preserve district, we collect taxes, and we also maintain vital records such as births, deaths, marriages and land deeds.  Last year we administered a budget over $200 million dollars.  We touch the every day lives of the nearly 300,000 citizens of Winnebago County. 

All of this takes hard work and none of the exciting things you will hear today could be possible without the hard work of your county wide elected and appointed officials and their staffs.  I would like to recognize your County Board members.  I ask each of the board members here today to stand and be recognized. 

I am pleased to speak to the Chamber of Commerce about the State of the County because you understand the importance of bringing sound business practice to the administration of government.  It has been said that success in this environment is 94% process and 6% personnel. My goal is to create and drive system and process change at the County that will produce success for years and years to come.

I operate by the words of the famous engineer and pioneer of Total Quality Management, W. Edwards Deming: “In God We Trust—Everyone Else Must Bring Data”
By measuring our performance, demanding accountability, always being focused on delivering a quality product to and for our taxpayers, we have made great strides.

Budget/Taxes

We never lose sight of the taxpayer.  Our budget this year is about $211 million.  About 25% of that was due to the construction of the Justice Center and other one time costs for capital projects.   I am proud to say that through good stewardship of the 1 cent public safety tax we are paying down the bonds and will save another $20 million in interest alone.

When I took office we had a budget deficit; today we have a balanced budget.  In fact, we have the lowest property tax rate in 10 years!  In light of tough economic times, we are using restraint, running lean, maintaining our fund balances in case of a rainy day, and applying sound accounting principles. This is why our county bond rating is A1 which saves us all money in lower interest.
Health Insurance

The County of Winnebago is holding the line on the growth of our health insurance costs.  A few years ago that plan was operating with no clear objectives and was a budget killer.  With the cooperation of our employees—I want to especially thank the AFSCME and FOP unions-- as well as the hard work of our staff, we now have a plan that has achieved greater discounts from doctors and hospitals, a plan wherein the participants pay a portion of the true cost, and the county is contributing to employee owned Health Savings Accounts.

While we never know the future and health insurance is so volatile, we do know that we have brought best practices, fiscal responsibility, and modern design to the employee benefits program.

Housing Authority

Another example of a turn around success story is the Winnebago County Housing  Authority.  With new systems, and new process oversight by the board and Executive Director Alan Zais and his staff, our Winnebago County Housing Authority has been recognized by the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development for efficiency and excellence, and is saving money for three counties.  

HUD asked our authority to step in and assist other agencies.  Both the Boone County Housing Authority and the Freeport Section 8 have turned to Winnebago for assistance.  By partnering with Winnebago, they have reduced staff, corrected problems identified by HUD, and saved thousands of taxpayer dollars while allowing Winnebago to increase services to its residents and increase revenue from the federal government. People are living in better conditions at lower costs. This is an example of regional collaboration and outside the box thinking that has saved our taxpayers a great deal of money.   Congratulations Chairman Wescott and the other members of your board…good work.

I am very proud of something we started 2 years ago that is fully on line now and providing a great service.  The Winnebago County Action Response Team or WinCART has taken over 60,000 calls and 25,000 walk-ins from residents seeking information and getting answers.  We have laid a solid foundation and are building fast responsive customer service.

PUBLIC SAFETY and the JUSTICE SYSTEM
JUSTICE CENTER

In 2007, we opened the Winnebago County Justice Center.   The project opened on time and under the original bid.  Through the value engineering process we saved over $8 million. Now, really, when is the last time you heard of any government project coming in on time and under the original bids!
EFFICIENCY and COURT CASE MANAGEMENT
We are going through a technology revolution at Winnebago County.  When I  took this office, some said that we are coming out of the “caveman era” others said that if Abe Lincoln were here today he wouldn’t recognize much, but he would recognize County government.

Our team of professionals from Justice System agencies, County IT, the City of Rockford, and others put together a “system requirements definition” upon which is based an Integrated Justice System technology solution.  This means accurate tracking of case files, easy access to case information, faster case processing, and reduced cost to the taxpayer.  We have set an aggressive goal to be completed by the end of 2009 and we are on track.

Collections and Warrants 

Now I have to share with you some information that shocked me.

Our Court System has $62 million in uncollected fines.  That is going to come to an end.  Working together with all parts of the justice system, we are deploying a very aggressive collection plan.  

Even more disturbing is the fact that in this jurisdiction, there are over 10,000 arrest warrants that are outstanding!  That means thousands of people are walking the street who have an arrest warrant issued for them.  Most of these are failure to appear for traffic tickets and misdemeanors.  Nevertheless our laws are not to be scoffed at and the orders of our judges are not to be ignored.

We have spoken with Sheriff Meyers and Police Chief Epperson and other law enforcement entities.  We now have the capacity in the jail and the will to work our way through this list.

Listen carefully, if you are one of those individuals with an outstanding arrest warrant or unpaid fine, turn yourself in now, pay your fine.  If not, a deputy will be paying you a visit soon.
ALTERNATIVE PROGRAMS

When the voters authorized the 1 cent sales tax for the justice center, the County was mandated to dedicate at least $2 million per year for alternatives to incarceration.

Resource Intervention Center
I am happy to report that these programs are working very well. 

Whenever possible we must rehabilitate rather than recycle human beings through the justice system.  That is why we opened the Resource Intervention Center.  

This is a one stop shop for evaluation, counseling, education, and training.  I want to thank Justice Zenoff and Chief Judge Holmgren, then State’s Attorney Paul Logli and current State’s Attorney Phil Nicolosi, Vince Murphy and the Court Services staff.  I especially want to recognize our higher education partners including Rock Valley College, Rockford College, U of I College of Medicine and Northern Illinois University whom we have also enlisted to measure our performance and evaluate the reduction in recidivism.

This center is progressive, it is collaborative, and showing results!

Today we have three special guests that I want you to meet.  They are examples of what these programs can do and why they are vitally important.

As I call your name, please stand:

1- Keith Jackson

Keith found himself on the wrong side of the law after battling drug addictions.  After a 4 month stay in jail, Keith turned his life around when he enrolled in the Rosecrance Inpatient Criminal Justice Unit.  Keith was later released to the Rosecrance program and he graduated from there 1 year ago.  

Keith stated that these programs made him realize that his drug addiction was hurting his community and him.  Keith then enrolled in another County sponsored program called “Tech Works”.  Now Keith is working at an area employer as a CNC operator.
When I asked Keith if he wanted to come today, “He said as long as I don’t miss work!”  He also said, “I’m not quite where I want to be, but I am glad I’m not where I was.”

2- Bernice King

Bernice had been in and out of jail on many occasions.  When she arrived at the Women’s Restorative Justice Program through another of our partners the Salvation Army, she had nothing but the clothes on her back.  She has completed the long program and has moved into her own apartment.  She credits the State’s Attorney’s office and the Salvation Army for allowing her to complete her public service work through the program and she thanks Chaplain Shirley for being her advocate and teaching her how to live.  Now Bernice is helping others through the Prison Family Ministry as well as a volunteering for the Salvation Army.

3- Hurricane Katrina Senatre (SIN-a-tree)
Our alternative programs address at risk children and focus on prevention.  

Katrina is 13 years old and is in the 7th grade.  She attends RESA middle school and gets above average grades.  She began boxing at the age of 9.  Katrina says boxing has helped her stay out of trouble and stay in shape.  Katrina has never been arrested and gets along well with her family and friends.  She boxes at the County funded Dukes Dialogue and Discipline program at Patriots Gateway.  Under the direction of Jimmy Goodman the program has grown to 70 kids with many more on a waiting list.  This program is the largest youth boxing team in the state of Illinois.  She lost a few early bouts but stuck with it and has piled up quite a record:  4 time Illinois Jr. Olympic Champion; 3 time Midwestern Regional Silver Glove Champion; and 2007 Ringside World Champion.

I was told that she ran out of competition her own age and had to spar against adults. Katrina is a role model and has a life sized poster of her at Hillman Elementary School that reads: “Hit the Books”.  Her goal is to box in the 2012 Olympics in London!  I know you’ll make it.  Congratulations.

Patriots Gateway Community Center has had a dramatic effect on reducing crime in that area and that is why we provide funding to community centers throughout the County.
Neighborhood Watch

In order to reduce the crime rate it takes all parts of our justice system.  Our entire process must be open and accountable to the community.  In fact the community is a key player in the overall approach to crime.  We need Neighborhood Watch programs in every area of the county and we have implemented a plan to do just that.  County board members, aldermen, trustees, and all citizens need to engage in this process together in order to reduce crime and make our neighborhoods safe.
Early Warning System

On April 21, 1967, 41 years ago, a Tornado struck Belvidere. That tragic anniversary is just a few short days away.  The tornado caused loss of life, destruction of property, and for some, a lifetime of bad memories. This year we were reminded again when we had January tornado that destroyed property like the Edwards Apple Orchard barn.  

While we will never be able to control Mother Nature and her fury, we can affect the loss of life through an early warning system. We have worked on this for nearly two years and we are now close to implementation of a countywide system that will warn our citizens of impending natural disaster.

The system includes three parts: Reverse 911 which is being deployed May 1st; Weather Radios now available at a discount; And, a county-wide, state of the art, siren system which will be initiated later this year, 2008.  
The full implementation of this system is critical to public safety. In the post mortem accounts of natural disasters throughout the world almost always loss of life is connected to a lack of warning. Through strategically placed sirens and a system of automated text messaging and phone calls to home and cell phones we will be able to send out the warning to the widest number of individuals possible.  I want to recognize the leadership provided by Sheriff Meyers and his staff in making this happen.   In Winnebago County public safety comes first.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Economic Development is a hallmark of my administration. The role of government is to facilitate an environment whereby Winnebago county businesses can flourish. There is no more important time in our history than now! We face a troubled economy nationally but our county can survive and thrive even in an economic downturn if we are smart about investment.

One of the keys is working together and creating partnerships. We have never had more cooperation and collaboration between the county and the cities and villages.   I want to recognize all of our partners including Mayor Morrissey, Mayor Lindberg, and Mayor Vaughn, and President Claysseans.  Also your development team of Sue Mroz from Winnebago County, Janyce Fadden from the RAEDC, and Reid Montgomery from the City of Rockford, and all other municipal and village staff members.  It really does take all of these people working together in order to bring development to our region as evidenced by the over 3,500 new jobs created.
Infrastructure is key to that development but first we must plan. To that end I have pushed hard to put the county on the right track by providing for a long term 2030 land use plan that will remove the uncertainty of a host of zoning issues that have caused untold pain in the past for developers, landowners and government entities. A smart business process starts with an overall land use plan that facilitates “smart growth” that develops the most economical land while preserving open spaces for the future. 

Our county’s approach to this issue is one of the reasons why we have secured the Chemtool corporation’s plans to move their headquarters to Winnebago County.  This development will result in $50 million of economic development and will ultimately bring as many as 550 good paying jobs. These employees will live here and shop here. The building trades will also benefit throughout the construction of the facilities and the fulfilling the housing needs of all of these people at a critical time in the housing market. The sales taxes generated by this increase in activity will further help to hold the line on property taxes.
As a county we are continuing to pursue the development of roads and rail.  If it is good for business it means it is good for a robust job market. We are on the cutting edge in the transportation sector and I want to thank the Airport Board Chairman Mike Dunn as well as the entire board and  Director Bob O’Brien and his staff for their leadership.   We have seen more ups than downs at RFD despite a tough environment for the airline industry.
I also want to thank Senator Durbin and Congressman Manzullo for their ongoing support of our airport and also for understanding how important rail is to our region. Our region has worked closely with them and we have agreed on a preferred AMTRAK alignment.   This will require our own local initiative.  That is why we pursued and were successful in passing legislation to create regional Rail Authority at the airport.  In this way, we are prepared for the future.  We will be ready to mobilize our regional partners, able to contribute the required local resources, and at the same time grow our freight capacity.
Another important initiative at the Airport is the Freedom Field Renewable Energy Center. The concept continues to become a reality. Our ties to Sweden go far beyond a common ancestry. We have exchanged ideas and expertise and now find ourselves on the cutting edge in the energy development field. Freedom Field will advance the development and deployment of renewable energy systems.  The energy technology center will provide a working laboratory where data can be collected and analyzed.  Our goal is to make Winnebago County less reliant on fossil fuels and geared more toward recycling and other environmentally friendly means of producing energy.  All of the conceptual plans for use of solar, bio-mass, and other alternative sources of energy are being developed through a government and private sector partnership.  If the cost of manufacturing can be offset through the development of these alternative energy sources, it will bring the down the cost, make our industries more competitive world wide, and make our County a more desirable place to do business.
Other examples of our county’s leadership are found in our ability to diversify. At one time jobs in Winnebago County were mostly found in the manufacturing sector. Despite a downturn in that part of our economy we remain a vibrant manufacturing region. Now we are moving aggressively toward becoming a major Aerospace industry hub. Jobs are locating here and staying here because we have the skilled workforce in place and we are continuing to expand our capacity.   Hamilton Sundstrand, Woodward Governor, and Camcar Aerospace are a few examples of success through our approach.

EDUCATION

“Children are the living messages that we send to a future we will never see”. This quote by J.W. Whitehead very clearly underscores the importance of our children to all of our futures and the education of our children is paramount to their own future. In order for any community to thrive we need to have a first rate educational system in place. That system needs to be able to carry our children through high school and into college or vocational tech school.

Unfortunately today, parts of our educational system in Winnebago County are broken.   As county board chairman there is not a lot I can do about this situation or believe me I would have already done it! But I will do whatever I can to improve the situation and we will continue to work together with Mayor Larry Morrissey and the Rockford City Coucil, Michael Call and the United Way, and District 205 to get this system back on track. The county has already joined forces to tackle truancy. 
Speaking of which it boggles the mind to realize that for years we, as a community, have tolerated thousands of children being absent from school every single day.  It’s time we deal with this, hold constructive dialogue and fix our school system. 
To our friends here today representing district 205, I want you to know that we are not your adversary; we are your partners in every sense of the word.

Education and school systems are the reason why people and companies locate in a given area. It impacts all of our property values for good or ill and for too long, at least in the Rockford area, it has had a negative impact. We are also looking into Charter Schools as a means to provide more educational opportunities. With a high truancy and drop out rate it is incumbent upon all of us to pitch in and solve this problem. Innovative strategies such as Charter schools are critically needed so that the unique issues that our children face are addressed. 

We are seeing tremendous success from an organization called TECH WORKS.  This is really a small version of what a charter school could include.  TECHWORKS teaches students prep courses in shop, math, blueprint reading, measuring and basic CNC manufacturing.   We have some recent graduates with us today.  Please stand.
VISION
I am proud to say that your county government is getting the job done.  While there is always room to improve and I am committed to relentless follow up and accountability, we must celebrate our successes.  We have laid a solid foundation by reforming our county processes, streamlining the justice system, rehabilitating people, bringing a tornado warning system, keeping kids in school, balancing the budget, holding the line on taxes, creating jobs, and bringing wealth to our region.  Upon this we are building a safer community.  We are building better education.  We are delivering a government that is responsive, accurate, and customer driven, a government that is not focused on the accumulation of power but rather partnering for progress.  The taxpayers demand it, I expect it, and we are doing it.

Being your chairman is an honor and a privilege.  Every day I see and meet talented young people like the Rockford Icemen, our 12 time state champion high school hockey team, or the Auburn Scholastic Bowl championship team. Every day I encounter energetic entrepreneurs, and marvel at manufacturers using new exciting technology.  I know how fantastic this County is and I know the potential that is yet to be.  I have been able to to witness the power of volunteers like the Great American Clean Up, City of Gardens, Klemm Arboretum, and many more.

There is enough creative energy in this room alone to improve our cities, change the course of our State, our Country, and our lives.  From around the world, visitors note the character of our community.  They see our power to innovate, our unique skill sets, our deep faith, and our love of community as demonstrated by our boundless spirit of volunteerism.  
The formula is clear.  We have the ingredients: If we add to our character an education system set to the highest possible standards where children and parents have choices and success is expected, then  Winnebago County will enjoy prosperity and a quality of life that exceeds our wildest dreams for years and years to come.  Dear friends, from the bottom of my heart, this is my prayer for Winnebago County.
Thank you and God Bless.
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