Mayor’s Column for the March 12, 2014 Edition of the Evansville Review
Municipal Finance
In mid-February, Community Development Director Nicole Sidoff, Alderman Jon Senn, and I attended the Ehlers Public Finance Seminar.  Ehlers & Associates has been the City of Evansville’s municipal advisor for many years.  Held annually in Wisconsin Dells, the Ehlers conference provides their Wisconsin clients with municipal financial education and information.  There are typically 150-200 conference attendees.  They also hold a similar annual seminar in Minnesota for their Minnesota clients.

The learning curve for local government budgeting, regulations, and understanding of current financial issues is steep.  This knowledge is necessarily important because of the fiduciary responsibilities of local elected officials.  When I first became mayor in 2006, Dave Wagner of Ehlers strongly encouraged me to attend the next scheduled conference.  I learned much about the basics of Tax Incremental Financing (TIF) as an economic development tool, levy limits, and bonding at that conference.

I have attended five of their conferences through the years, with session topics being basic, advanced, timely, and sometimes, cautionary.  There are usually programs that are focused on real-life examples of projects illustrating the topics being discussed.

At this year’s conference there were many sessions on economic development.  Nicole attended all of the economic development-related programs.  

Jon and I attended breakout sessions with a mix of topics.  A new topic this year, of particular interest to us, was utility finances.  Utility budgeting is complex and we brought back some questions for local discussion.  One item is inclusion of an equipment replacement fund in annual budgets.  Another discussion is use of a conservation water rate structure in the future.  
The importance of revenue bond (debt) coverage was emphasized.  Having excess coverage available for new debt is one of the most important factors to having a healthy utility.  An electric utility must have net revenue coverage of 125% of debt.  According to Ehlers, Evansville Water & Light has an audited 2012 debt service coverage of 330%.  Our notes from this program were discussed at last week’s Finance Committee meeting.

Another session was dedicated to municipal financial policies.  The Government Finance Officers Association (GFOA) identifies adoption of financial policies as a best practice.  During the past few years, our city has developed a number of written financial policies, including a purchasing policy, fund balance policy, investment policy, debt limit policy, and donations/fundraising policy.  Some additional policies that were suggested were a structurally balanced budget policy (something that we do, but is not written), including a process for fund replenishment within a fund balance policy, and a “whistle blower” policy (because only 10% of fraud is found by municipal auditors).  These additional financial policies were also discussed at our March Finance Committee meeting.

We all attended a panel discussion of three Wisconsin economic development projects and their funding sources.  One community was unable to provide TIF because it had already reached the funding maximum of 12% of equalized value allowed by state law.  All three projects involved multiple sources of funds to accomplish the development.
A presentation on bond ratings was very relevant.  Representatives from Standard and Poor’s and Moody’s Rating Services discussed new rating methodologies and the impact of pensions and levy limits on ratings.  In Wisconsin, the pension picture is a positive factor because The Wisconsin Retirement System is well-funded.  Some Wisconsin challenges that were identified were an aging population, lagging economic growth, and the impact of levy limits.  

The rating services want to see communities with a diverse economy, rather than one large employer.  They are de-emphasizing the importance of tax base.   They want to see communities with a history of surpluses.  A significant fund balance as a % of operating revenue is seen as a positive.  Standard and Poor’s views sustained high fund balances as a strength, and mentioned that a fund balance of 75% of expenditures was considered strong.  The presenters mentioned that with new ratings there is more focus on future financial projections and analysis that existing financial policies are being followed.  

Our city received our first bond rating of A+ from Standard and Poor’s just over a year ago.  We will be undertaking another bond issue in the coming months for utility improvements and may be undergoing a ratings review.

Last week I participated in a webinar on the 2014 ratings outlook for public power, coordinated by the American Public Power Association, with reports by New York representatives of Standard and Poor’s, Moody’s, and Fitch rating agencies.  The 2014 outlook for public power is considered stable by all three organizations, and has been viewed as stable for the last decade.  I learned that public power utilities as a sector are rated higher than investor-owned utilities and that Evansville’s current A+ rating is very strong.  The Moody’s speaker stated that debt coverage of 200% was strong for a public power utility.  Evansville’s high debt coverage (330%) is a factor in our A+ rating.
The city will incorporate additional knowledge gained from educational conferences and seminars into our service planning and administration.  We are dedicated to continuous improvement in providing top-notch service to our residents.
Community Announcements
The March Common Council meeting will be held on Tuesday, March 18, at 6:30 p.m. at City Hall.

The annual Lions Club Pancake Breakfast will be held on Sunday, March 16, from 8:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. at Creekside Place, 102 Maple Street. The proceeds will benefit worthy community causes, including Boy Scout Troop 514.
Energy Services will be at Creekside Place, 102 Maple Street, on March 20 to take applications for energy assistance.  Call Energy Services of Rock County at (608) 363-9200 for an appointment.

Eager Free Public Library and Creekside Place will hold the fifth Books to Movies event on Thursday, March 20, at 6:00 p.m. at Creekside Place, 102 Maple Street.  “The Great Gatsby” movie will be shown, followed by a discussion of the work by Library Director Megan Kloeckner.  The program is free and refreshments will be available.

The Evansville Jays will hold their 9th annual 9-Pin Tap Bowling Fundraiser at Blue Devil Bowl, 108 East Main Street, on Friday, March 21, at 7:00 p.m. and Saturday, March 22, at 5:00 and 8:00 p.m.

The Indoor Farmers Market and Craft Fair will be held from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. on Saturday, March 22, at Creekside Place.  Several Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) farms will be signing up subscribers for the summer’s produce.  In conjunction with the Market, Creekside Place will host an open house and membership drive.
John Gishnock of Formecology will speak about native shrubs in local landscapes on Wednesday, March 26, at 6:30 p.m. at Creekside Place.  The program is free and open to the public.
Community Congratulations/Thanks
Our community congratulates the Evansville/Albany wrestling team.  We are very proud of your achievements!

Evansville thanks the more than 700 residents that completed the recent city survey, a strong response rate of 35%.  UW-Oshkosh is analyzing survey results and is expected to have a report available in early May.

The Evansville Community Partnership Chili Cook-Off was successful because of the attendees, volunteers, sponsors, and cooks that came out on a snowy evening to enjoy a great Evansville tradition.  Thank you for your support!
