State of the County

February 16, 2011

Distinguished members of the Legislature, County Administrator Groden, Tammy, Linda, Members of the Press, and guests, as Chairman of the Legislature, it gives me great pleasure to extend a warm welcome to you. Thank you for giving me this opportunity to address you tonight.

2010 proved to be another very challenging year for the citizens of Greene County.  New York’s weak economy continues to put an extraordinary amount of stress on local government.  Greene County spends approximately 75% of its entire annual budget on mandated services; many of those services are either unfunded or underfunded by state government.  As New York State continues to deal with its enormous budget deficit, many of their budget cuts further reduce reimbursement to counties for mandated services, thereby pushing the burden to local government.

Unlike the private sector, when the economy slows down, the demand for county-provided services actually goes up.  For the last three years, we have seen double digit increases in the demand for services provided by Social Services, Public Health, Family Planning, and Mental Health.  Unfortunately, we have also seen an increase in the workload at the Sheriff’s Department, District Attorney’s office, Public Defender’s office and the County Jail.  This all comes at a time when county revenues are shrinking due to lower sales tax revenues, coupled with reduced reimbursement for mandated services. 

In our effort to absorb these costs rather than passing them on, we are redefining the way your County government does business.  We’re focusing on doing more with less.  In 2010, we continued our multi-year plan to trim spending, reduce the size of our workforce and to find better ways to do our job.  Our 2010 budget anticipated the use of $2.5 million in fund balance.  However, thanks to our diligent efforts, preliminary numbers for 2010 indicate that we may not use any fund balance thereby saving county taxpayers over 2 million dollars.   Much of this saving has been accomplished through a reduction in the size of our workforce and the associated overhead costs of employment.

I am pleased to report that our courthouse project is complete.  We finished only a few weeks behind schedule but almost 1.5 million dollars under the original budget.  I’d like to personally thank our Courthouse Committee, our design team, our construction team and our Buildings and Grounds staff for a job well done.  Typically, renovations to a 100-year-old building can be very challenging from a budget and timeframe standpoint.  Our entire team did a marvelous job.
I’d also like to give a special thanks to the Buildings and Grounds staff for their work on the 7 Bay Garage in Cairo, which is now complete as well.  You may remember, this was a project that was put out to bid twice and rejected both times because it was well beyond our budget.  With the help of several contractors and some redesign, the Buildings and Grounds department stepped up to the plate and did the project in-house, saving taxpayers hundreds of thousands of dollars in the process.  Without their hard work and initiative, this project would never have come to reality.  Well done. 

In 2010, we continued to improve our efficiency in the handling of the County’s Solid Waste.  We modified our schedule to make more efficient use of our manpower and we negotiated more favorable landfill rates.  Over the last four years, we have been able to reduce the cost to taxpayers of our solid waste operation by almost 35%.  In June, we experienced a record turnout for our fourth annual Household Hazardous Waste Collection Day.  This event provides a convenient opportunity for Greene County residents to properly dispose of hazardous waste that cannot go to an ordinary landfill.  It is a big plus for Greene County residents and a bigger plus for our environment. Thanks to Bob VanValkenburg and the Conservation Committee for their ongoing efforts.
 
Last summer, we began making major upgrades to our 911 Computer Aided Dispatch System at Emergency Services.  With new Geographical Information Services technology and data, we’re improving the accuracy of our dispatching system.  This is particularly important in some of the more remote portions of our county.  Originally divided into two phases; phase one is now complete and we anticipate completion of the second phase by the middle of this year.  Special thanks to Ray Ward, Laura VanValkenburg and the Public Safety Committee for their efforts in making this happen. 

Realizing the importance of Tourism to our local economy, we continue to redefine the way we are promoting our local tourist attractions.  We recently completed the rehabilitation of our Visitor Center at the Catskill Thruway entrance, making it more appealing and inviting to those seeking information about Greene County.  A new Tourism Places of Interest Map and Event Calendar were developed along with a new Electronic Newsletter.  We also developed a new 4 Season Destination Campaign and Family Resorts campaign.  In order to maximize the benefits of our effort going forward, we completed an Economic Impact Analysis and Blue Print for Tourism Marketing.

Last November, Greene County endorsed the ProAct prescription plan for all Greene County residents.  This plan, available to all residents at no cost, enables those without health insurance and those who are underinsured to get discounts of 10 – 60% on prescription drugs.  Residents who are taking advantage of this program are already experiencing substantial savings.

Now, moving forward to 2011, recent economic data suggests that the worst MAY be over, but the road to recovery will be long and painful.  We’ll continue to closely monitor the proposed NYS budget and analyze how those changes may impact our residents.  As always, we’ll communicate our concerns to Albany as issues arise that impact our county.
 
Tourism is a major industry in Greene County.  This year we are embarking on the process of rebranding Greene County in order to attract more tourism business.  Our goal is to create more market awareness of Greene County and all that it has to offer.  A key element of our new marketing plan is that we will focus on programs and events geared toward overnight stays.  That way many industry segments will benefit from our promotions. We’ve developed a public – private partnership for the purposes of offering a unique way to enjoy four-season fun at a great value.  Our free Greene card will provide holders with “buy one, get one free” tickets to Greene County ski resorts, golf courses, water park, zip line and more for year-round adventure and family friendly entertainment.

Solid Waste – As stated earlier, we have achieved great progress in making our operation more efficient, but we are confident that further savings can be achieved.  We believe there are other significant opportunities that will allow us to lower the burden to taxpayers of this county-provided service.    

Our Jail is old and overcrowded and while we all recognize the need for a new Jail, our taxpayers cannot support that kind of expenditure at this time.  A major increase in the cost of our jail operation comes from the expense to board inmates at other facilities.  I intend to create a task force to review the jail situation and make specific recommendations on how we can improve our management of inmates.  Specifically, I would like the task force to focus on the possible implementation of alternatives to incarceration for those inmates who do not pose a threat to our residents.
One of the most significant challenges for 2011 will be Albany’s proposed 2% tax cap.  As legislators, I don’t think that any of us embrace the concept of raising taxes.  That said, the proposed 2% tax cap could have a disastrous impact on all counties in New York State if that property tax cap is not coupled with relief from state mandated services.  For example, all county employees participate in the New York Retirement System, a system managed by the State of New York and over which Greene County has no control.  Over the last six years our retirement costs have risen from just over $200,000 per year to $2.7 million in 2011.  Our tentative bill for retirement costs in 2012 is projected to be $3.9 million, $1.2 more than 2011.  That $1.2 million equates to a 7% increase in the local tax levy.  How can the State of New York cap our taxes at 2%, and then hand us a bill for one item alone that equates to a 7% increase?  The current pension system is unsustainable.  It is time for mandate relief.

There is one more item that I would like to touch on tonight.  There was plenty of rhetoric thrown around during the recent election for Greene County Treasurer about the state of the County’s finances.  I am pleased to report that last November, Moody’s Investor Services assigned a favorable credit rating to our long term bonding of the recent courthouse renovations.  In assigning their Aa3 rating, Moody’s cited our relatively stable tax base, sound financial performance and below average debt burden.  Moody’s responded positively to the fact that this County had proactively reduced expenses at a time when revenues were decreasing. 

As legislators, it is incumbent upon us to continue that sound financial performance through these difficult economic times.  2011 will be very challenging but as we look forward to 2012, we  already anticipate a budget shortfall in excess of five million dollars due primarily to the increase in expense for mandated services,  further reductions in reimbursement from New York State and increases in the cost to maintain our workforce.  In the last three weeks alone, New York State has advised us of more than $600,000 in cutbacks.   Without mandate relief we must absorb these reductions in reimbursement through reductions in discretionary spending.  In order to achieve additional savings we have already met twice with our bargaining units and asked for their input and suggestions.  Within the next 45 days, we plan to introduce a program of further reductions in spending.  We will be asking everyone to share the pain as we continue our belt tightening to cope with the financial stress being placed on Greene County by New York State.     

I would like to take this time to give a special thank you to Dan Frank, who served as our Interim County Administrator for the past three years.  He joined us at a time when the economy was making a sharp downturn and yet he was able to guide Greene County through this most difficult period.  Dan took on the responsibility of finalizing the renovation of the Courthouse and he oversaw the construction of the Burn Building and the Seven Bay Garage out in Cairo, all of which were accomplished under budget.  He had the respect of his staff, as well as the Department Heads, and he was a motivator for all who worked for him or with him.  Although he was from the private sector, he always said that decisions are to be based on their impact to the taxpayers, whom are actually all of our bosses.  Thank you, Dan, for your service and good luck with all your future endeavors.

In closing I want all Greene County residents to be rest assured that this legislature will do everything in our power to provide the best possible service at its most efficient level.  In conclusion, I want to personally thank all of our staff members for helping us during these challenging economic times.  Through your hard work and diligence we have been able to, thus far, survive this economic storm.  In 2011, our challenges are significant but with hard work, we’ll get through this.  When we do, we’ll be stronger from the effort.  
Thank you and Good night.
