Mayor’s Column for the May 19, 2014 Edition of the Evansville Review
The 2014 State of the City report was presented at the May 13, 2014 Common Council meeting.  It is a roadmap for activities and efforts likely to be undertaken in the next twenty-four months.

2014 STATE OF THE CITY
The Evansville Municipal Code identifies the State of the City report as “the mayoral plan or recommendations for the city for the ensuing two years.”  An overview of major initiatives follows.

We have already begun work on two significant efforts for the coming year that will have long-term ramifications for Evansville, hiring a new city administrator/finance director and updating our Smart Growth Comprehensive Plan.  Tonight we completed the first step towards selecting a finance director/city administrator.  Even with an aggressive timeline through the summer months, it is likely to be after Labor Day before a new administrator begins work in Evansville.  There will also be a learning curve as he or she gets to know our city.  

A priority for selection of the best candidate is involvement of the full Common Council.  A range of opinions and viewpoints will make for the best decision on a hire.  It will be necessary to schedule additional Council meetings during the summer, among vacations and recreational activities—it will take commitment and persistence to keep the process timely.  This position is critical to our community.  The administrator is the chief operating and financial officer for the City and appropriate knowledge, experience, communication skills, and attitude will be essential.  The position requires daily contact with the public and excellent customer service will be a job requirement.

The state-required ten-year update to the Evansville Smart Growth Comprehensive Plan is due in June 2015, and will involve many hours of effort by City committees and the Plan Commission.  The City of Evansville survey conducted in January is a key resource for providing current demographic information, citizen opinions, and community vision.  It will guide the City, in addition to a number of other relevant plans and studies, in development of a future-focused update to the Comprehensive Plan that will move our community forward.  There will be a number of additional opportunities in the coming months for our residents to provide input into the update process.

With the completion of our new Park and Recreation Plan, a number of park projects are scheduled for this year.  Work will begin on a shelter at West Side Park, in collaboration with the high school trades class.  The Park Board has approved development of a community garden at West Side Park and a steering committee is working on planning and addressing the many details to get the garden started next spring.

Another section of Allen Creek drystone walls in Leonard-Leota Park will be restored later this summer.  Additional funding for creek wall restoration will be included in the 2015 budget.  The Common Council has discussed the importance of completing this project; it is a project that can be accomplished in sections, which provides less stress on budgeting.  The City has made it a priority to work with the Cadman family in a unique opportunity to increase the size of Leonard-Leota Park through additional land acquisition. 

Citizens providing input into the new Park Plan and residents responding to our City survey are very interested in development of bike and walking trails.  The City is in the process of purchasing land that will allow us to begin to use Allen Creek as an amenity in our downtown.  In the next year, our planning intern will work on development of an Allen Creek trail as a required graduate school project.  

The Water & Light utility has a number of projects this year.  Bids are currently being reviewed to determine the best process for cleaning and painting the water tower on East Main Street.  A water rate case will be undertaken with the assistance of accounting firm Johnson-Block.  Another portion of the multi-year urban rebuild project is scheduled.  Line improvements along Weary Road and Territorial Road will improve service in the east and north areas of proposed commercial development and provide the ability to more quickly address outages.  A renewal application for American Public Power Association Reliable Public Power Provider (RP3) recognition will be prepared and submitted this fall.  Our electric utility plans to begin an advanced metering initiative in 2015, with likely completion in 2016.  

The Common Council has discussed its goal of upgrading and improving maintenance of infrastructure.  Available funds limit the number and scope of projects.  Following the Garfield Avenue project last summer, two smaller projects were funded for this year, the repaving of Maple Street and a storm water project on West Main Street.  It is anticipated that another larger street project, possibly Fourth Street from Main Street south to Lincoln Street, will be scheduled and funded in 2015.

The Evansville Police Department received accreditation this January and is recording use of specific policies to show that best practices are undertaken daily.  Sergeant Reese recently completed assessor training and will be involved in on-site assessments of other communities seeking accreditation.  Our department is working with the Rock County Sheriff’s Department in planning the Rock County National Night Out event that will be held on Tuesday evening, August 5, in Leonard-Leota Park.

Our EMS department has been handling an increase in ambulance calls.  The Department has been approved to carry Narcan in ambulances to treat opioid overdoses.

Eager Free Public Library is putting final touches on its strategic plan.  Many wonderful new projects, like the STEAMpunks after school club, 1000 Books before Kindergarten and Mobile Makerspace, both Arrowhead System projects, and the Books to Movies collaboration with Creekside Place, are providing new opportunities for our residents to use Library resources.  City survey results shows that a majority of residents support future expansion of our library.  The Board of Trustees is researching the early steps in project development and will be working closely with the Common Council in the coming months to undertake project planning. 
Economic development focus and efforts are many and will be carefully and thoroughly reviewed as part of the Smart Growth Comprehensive Plan update.  Our city has become actively involved with the eight-county Madison Region Economic Partnership, known as MadREP.  MadREP has provided valuable expertise and direct assistance to Evansville in the past year.  We will continue to strengthen this relationship.  Regional economic development is necessary in the global economy.  Developing relationships and sharing resources and ideas with neighboring economic development professionals is beneficial to growing our community.

Economic development expert Janet Ady reports that business retention and expansion and new start-ups provide most new jobs in the U.S.  The City and Chamber have collaborated on local retention and expansion efforts and will continue to do so.  The recent city survey showed that our residents are strongly in support of fostering new business entrepreneurs.  In recent years there have been many new small businesses started in our community.  The Evansville Inventors and Entrepreneurs Club, in its sixth year, supports those interested in product development and launching a business.  WE3, Women Encouraging Evansville Entrepreneurs, is an active network of local entrepreneurs supporting each other.  In view of our citizens’ interest in local entrepreneurial activity, the city will explore other possibilities to enhance entrepreneurial resources and opportunities.

Our citizen survey also indicated strong interest in further downtown revitalization.  A vibrant, attractive downtown is a local economic development tool.  Our citizens’ interest in community walkability will also be supported with increased shopping options and aesthetic improvements in our historic city center.

A specific section needing revision in our Smart Growth Plan is future industrial development.  The area designated for industrial development in our current Plan has been acquired by SWAG, the Southern Wisconsin Agricultural Group, for agricultural-related development.  An important effort in updating our Plan will be to identify new areas for industrial development.  The Water Street business area that includes smaller service, construction, and light industrial businesses is built out and the City needs to locate and plan an area for similar smaller businesses as well.

The City has provided a letter of support for the SWAG concept plan, as well as funding for a traffic impact analysis along Highway 14 in the area.  The City will work cooperatively with SWAG as their vision becomes reality and companies and projects make commitments to locate at the SWAG campus.

The last several years, the Common Council has discussed impacts of coming staff retirements on city services.  We have been challenged with a number of retirements since January of this year:  Public Works Superintendent and Building Inspector Dave Wartenweiler, Deputy Clerk Sandy Poffenberger, Lineman Randy Rasmussen, and in June, Public Works Foreman Mike Cufaude.  We also had the resignation of Dan Wietecha and Police Officer Jeremy Job.  The loss of experience and institutional knowledge is enormous.  We are in the process of realigning duties and replacing these employees.  It will take time to rebuild capacity and teamwork.  Our current staff is working hard to maintain services while we fill vacant positions.

Recent Committee of the Whole meetings have been opportunities for the City to think strategically.  The meetings have been valuable for exploration of best ways to serve our residents.  We will continue to occasionally use this effective tool to build teamwork and lean forward.

The 2015 budget process will begin in less than two months, with City committees looking at department capital budgets in July.  Last year the city for the first time taxed to the maximum allowed by state-imposed levy limits.  Next year’s budget is expected to be tight.  As we have done for the past eight years, we will produce a balanced budget that includes reserves for contingencies.

Wisconsin cities will be watching closely as the state develops its next biennial budget in 2016, following this year’s gubernatorial election.  Governor Walker, if re-elected, has indicated that there will be additional tax cuts in order to provide additional funds for transportation projects.  The League of Wisconsin Municipalities reports that since 2003, shared revenues allocated to local governments have declined 14.4%.  Additional shared revenue reductions will hurt the ability of municipalities to deliver services.  
The City will continue to undertake crucial state and federal advocacy activities.  Recent legislation detrimental to local governments, attacks on our tradition of Home Rule, and reductions in shared revenues and transportation aids make it imperative to work with our state legislative representatives and speak in concert with other partners to protect our communities.  Successes included legislation that retains the authority of municipalities to place delinquent tenant utility charges on the landlord’s property tax bill while providing additional notice and other tools for landlords to collect the delinquent charges.  Also, through the efforts of many local officials, no action was taken on a bill that would have interfered with local control of room tax dollars.  

Through WPPI Energy and the American Public Power Association, in collaboration with other groups and organizations, Wisconsin has taken a leadership role in advocating for preservation of municipal tax exempt financing for capital projects, which saves thousands of scarce local tax dollars on construction and infrastructure projects.  Other federal topics that need local voice are development of grid security initiatives that are appropriate to the risk level, realistic EPA regulation of carbon emissions, and rail competition legislation that protects captive shippers.

This report is succinct.  Each area discussed involves hours and hours of effort and initiative by city staff and officials.  There are many additional work efforts that have not been highlighted.  As examples, the City is addressing replacement of obsolete Windows XP computers, undertaking a thorough review and update of the City personnel policy in light of Acts 10 and 32, improving the City website and use of social media to increase opportunities for resident engagement and provide better economic development information to prospective new businesses, and discussing upgrading GIS software to further populate this valuable new city resource. 

Our City staff, Common Council, and committees and commissions work diligently for the betterment of our community.  Focused effort, guided by plans and prioritized projects, keep us moving forward.  Plans are living documents, affording flexibility in changed circumstances, while providing baselines for measuring progress.  Our challenges are considerable, but we have great human resources to meet them.

Community Announcements
This week, May 18-24, 2014, is National Emergency Medical Services Week.  If you see an Evansville EMS volunteer, please thank them for their dedication and service.

Dr. Stanley Temple, Beers-Bascom Professor Emeritus in Conservation in the Department of Wildlife Ecology at UW-Madison and Senior Fellow with the Aldo Leopold Foundation, will present a program, entitled “The Last Bird,” about the extinction of the passenger pigeon on Wednesday, May 21, at 6:30 p.m. at Creekside Place, 102 Maple Street.
The annual Spring Clean-Up Day will be held at 1:00 p.m. on Thursday, May 22.  Third grade students and National Honor Society members will spiff up the downtown for the summer and will meet at Creekside Place for distribution of cleaning supplies.

The Book to Movie Club, a collaboration of Eager Free Public Library and Creekside Place, will be held at Creekside Place on Thursday, May 22, at 6:00 p.m. to watch and discuss “Matilda,” by Roald Dahl.

The Memorial Day Parade will be held at 10:00 a.m. on Monday, May 26, 2014, to be followed by the Memorial Day Ceremony at Maple Hill Cemetery.  The Rally in the Alley at the VFW Post will begin immediately following the Maple Hill Ceremony and will have food, music, silent auction, and the Chamber raffle through the afternoon.
Community Congratulations/Thanks
The Evansville Police Department Drug Drop-Off box was installed in March 2011.  From installation through April 2014, 1,264 pounds of unused or expired prescription and over-the-counter drugs have been collected and disposed of.  These medications are now out of our homes, our ground water and the hands of our children.  Congratulations, Evansville! Let’s continue our efforts to keep our youth and our environment safe.

Last Friday was a very youth-focused day in Evansville.  There was a BASE (Building A Safer Evansville) Board meeting.  Plans and activities for the summer were discussed.  1,800 middle school students from across southern Wisconsin enjoyed our beautiful Lake Leota and Park as they learned about life during the Civil War.  The STEAMpunks Club at Eager Free Public Library learned about birds and participated in the Great Oriole Count, a Wisconsin Ornithology Society project.  In the evening the K-5 PTO held a book swap and evening of reading for our youngsters.  These meetings and activities for youth were all because of the effort of volunteers.  Thank you, volunteers, for your caring and commitment to our children!
