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In August of 2017, Hurricane Harvey landed in the Houston area
causing considerable damage to the Lynchburg Ferry system.

To meet the Federal Highway Administration’s funding requirements,
design and construction had to meet an accelerated
four-and-a-half-month schedule.
An ACEC Texas member firm completed a “mock” bid package in
five days, with enough information to allow Harris County
www.acectx.org for the expertise you need

Want more? Visit us on Social Media
facebook.com/acectx | twitter.com/acectx

to receive competitive bidding. The firm developed a construction
schedule that allowed release of intermediate design packages
that carefully took into consideration material availability
and fabrication lead times.
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ABOUT H TML

BOARD OF DIRECTORS H TML

The Texas Municipal League exists solely
to provide services to Texas cities. Since
its formation in 1913, the League’s mission
has remained the same: to serve the needs
and advocate the interests of its members.
Membership in the League is voluntary
and is open to any city in Texas. From the
original 14 members, TML’s membership has
grown to more than 1,150 cities. Over 16,000
mayors, councilmembers, city managers,
city attorneys, and department heads are
member officials of the League by virtue of
their cities’participation.

TEXAS MUNICIPAL LEAGUE BOARD OF DIRECTORS
PRESIDENT
Karen Hunt, Mayor, Coppell
AFFILIATE DIRECTORS

PRESIDENT-ELECT
Martha Castex-Tatum,
Vice Mayor Pro Tem, Houston
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Texas Chapter

PAST PRESIDENTS
Holly Gray-Moore, CMO, Mayor Pro
Tem, Roanoke
Mary M. Dennis, CMO, Mayor, Live Oak
Jungus Jordan, Mayor Pro Tem,
Fort Worth

Selso A. Mata, Director of Building
Inspections, Plano
Building Officials Association of Texas

Leonard Reed, CMO, Mayor, Willis

The League provides a variety of services
to its member cities. One of the principal
purposes of the League is to advocate
municipal interests at the state and federal
levels. Among the thousands of bills
introduced during each session of the Texas
Legislature are hundreds of bills that would
affect cities. The League, working through its
Legislative Services Department, attempts
to defeat detrimental city-related bills
and to facilitate the passage of legislation
designed to improve the ability of municipal
governments to operate effectively.

Henry Wilson, Mayor, Hurst
Dock Jackson, Councilmember,

Clifford Blackwell, CGFO, Assistant
City Manager, Bedford
Government Finance Officers
Association of Texas

Bastrop
Terry Henley, Board of Adjustment
Member, Meadows Place

Robin Mouton, CMO, Councilmember,
Beaumont
Texas Association of Black City Council
Members

DIRECTORS-AT-LARGE
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James C. Brown, Chief Information
Officer, Lubbock
Texas Association of Governmental
Information Technology Managers

Eric Johnson, Mayor, Dallas
Dee Margo, Mayor, El Paso
Betsy Price, Mayor, Fort Worth
Martha Castex-Tatum, Vice Mayor

Steve Rockey, Councilmember,
WFriendswood
Texas Association of Mayors,
Councilmembers and Commissioners

Pro Tem, Houston

The League employs full-time attorneys who
are available to provide member cities with
information on municipal legal matters. On a
daily basis, the legal staff responds to member
cities’ written and oral questions on a wide
variety of legal matters. The League annually
conducts a variety of conferences and
training seminars to enhance the knowledge
and skills of municipal officials in the state. In
addition, the League also publishes a variety
of printed materials to assist member cities
in performing their duties. The best known
of these is the League’s monthly magazine,
Texas Town & City. Each issue focuses on a
variety of contemporary municipal issues,
including survey results to respond to
member inquiries.

Ron Nirenberg, Mayor, San Antonio
REGIONAL DIRECTORS

Steve Killen, Director of Development
Services, Stephenville
Texas Association of Municipal Health
Officials

2-Doyle Robinson, Mayor, Panhandle
3-Latrelle Joy, Councilmember,
Lubbock
4-Veronica Baca, Councilmember,
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Will Hampton, Communications
and Marketing Director, Round Rock
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Information Officers

5-Bill Lindenborn, Commissioner,
Burkburnett
6-Robert Brown, Alderman, Menard
7-Suzanne de Leon, CMO, Mayor,

Kristina Ramirez, Planning and
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Texas Chapter of American Public Works
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Balcones Heights
8-Tito Rodriguez, Councilmember,
North Richland Hills
9-Ray O’Docharty, Mayor, Groesbeck
10-Connie Schroeder, CMO, Mayor,
Bastrop
11-Patrick R. Rios, CMO, Mayor, Rockport
12-Vacant

For additional information on any of
these services, contact the
Texas Municipal League at 512-231-7400
or visit our website, www.tml.org.

Marissa Ximenez, Councilmember,
Floresville
Association of Hispanic Municipal
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13-Jim Pruitt, Mayor, Rockwall
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Pflugerville, Bee Cave, Wimberley, Prairie
View, Rollingwood, Santa Fe, Leon Valley,
and Fair Oaks Ranch
Texas City Attorneys Association
Hugh R. Walker, Deputy City Manager,
Bryan
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Jennifer Bozorgnia, Court Services
Coordinator, Irving
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Jimmy Chew, Fire Chief, Stephenville
Texas Fire Chiefs Association
Amanda Campos, City Secretary,
Burleson
Texas Municipal Clerks
Association, Inc.
Lisa Norris, Human Resources/
Civil Service Director, Grand Prairie
Texas Municipal Human Resources
Association
Maria Redburn, Library Director, Bedford
Texas Municipal Library Directors
Association
Michael Thane, Director of Utilities,
Round Rock
Texas Municipal Utilities Association
Brian Frieda, City Manager, Ballinger
Texas Police Chiefs Association
Timothy Slifka, Purchasing Manager,
Southlake
Texas Public Purchasing Association
Erin Hart, Assistant Director of Parks,
Arts and Recreation Department,
Grand Prairie
Texas Recreation and Parks Society
EX-OFFICIO NON-VOTING INVITED
REPRESENTATIVES
TML Health Benefits Pool
Blake Petrash, Mayor Pro Tem,
City of Ganado
TML Intergovernmental Risk Pool
Jeffrey Snyder, City Manager, Plainview

MESSAGE H FROM THE PRESIDENT

KAREN HUNT
MAYOR, CITY OF COPPELL
TML PRESIDENT
Dear Texas City Official,
As we wrap up a truly unusual year at the League, let’s look back at a successful virtual annual
conference. In this issue, you’ll read about some truly extraordinary Texas cities who won the
Municipal Excellence Awards presented at this year’s conference. Be inspired as you see how
creative our member cities can be in the face of adversity. You’ll also read about the new online
Municipal Marketplace. The TML Municipal Marketplace was so successful that we intend to
carry it forward at future conferences, even when we’re back together in person. Speaking of
getting back together, next year’s conference will be in the great City of Houston on October 6-8
(circumstances allowing).
By our October 2021 conference, we will have completed a regular legislative session, and likely
one or more special sessions. To prepare for those sessions, we are busy hosting legislative
roundtables in each of TML’s 15 regions. Once the session is underway, you can participate in
the League’s legislative webinars that will keep you up to speed on what’s happening in Austin
during the session: https://tmllegislativeseries.org. These roundtables and webinars are part
of a broader strategy of empowering the League’s grassroots—that’s you and me—to be the
main focus of our advocacy efforts in 2021 and beyond. From the roundtables held so far, there
appears to be a real appetite among legislators of both parties to work with their city officials
next year. We have to actively encourage that collaboration. It will not happen on its own. Please
take advantage of all of the opportunities – I look forward to seeing you at the meetings!

Karen Hunt
Mayor, City of Coppell
TML President
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TML H NEWS
Stay Informed on the Important
Legislative Issues

Browse the Municipal Marketplace
Discover a mecca of municipal products and resources
for your city from the comfort of your workspace. The TML
Municipal Marketplace is an interactive online catalogue
of resources, services, and products designed exclusively
for Texas cities. The Marketplace is available to through
January 31 at https://bit.ly/2020TMLMarketplace.

The 87th session of the Texas Legislature begins on
January 12, and could be transformative – a session where
state lawmakers and local governments sort out roles to
determine how cities can partner with the state in meeting
local taxpayer needs. The pandemic is demonstrating that
cities can focus on local needs in a responsive way that the
state cannot. Participate in our legislative webinar series
and wrap-up workshop to learn what issues are likely to
be priorities, and how TML will work with you and other city
leaders to protect your ability to serve your community.
Learn more at https://tmllegislativeseries.org.

Mark Your Calendar for Future TML
Annual Conferences
The TML Annual Conference and Exhibition dates and
locations are set several years in advance. Add these future
conference dates to your city calendar and make plans to
join us!

Resolutions Passed at the TML Annual
Conference

October 6-8, 2021
George R. Brown Convention Center, Houston

The Texas Municipal League held its annual business
meeting on October 14, 2020, in conjunction with the
TML Annual Conference and Exhibition. At the meeting,
the League’s membership passed two resolutions and
two constitutional amendments. City officials may view
the resolutions at https://www.tml.org/DocumentCenter/
View/2272/Resolutions-Approved-by-Membershipsigned-copy.

October 5-7, 2022
Henry B. Gonzalez Convention Center, San Antonio
October 4-6, 2023
Kay Bailey Hutchison Convention Center, Dallas

A Must-Have Resource: Handbook for
Mayors and Councilmembers
The Handbook for Mayors and Councilmembers (2019
edition) presents an overview of the functions, powers,
and responsibilities of mayors and councilmembers. Topics
include policy development, goal-setting, council meetings,
conflicts of interest, standards of official conduct, budgeting,
personal liability, and media relations. Download your copy
at www.tml.org/183/Publications. H

TML Annual Conference
Program Is Online Through January
The 2020 TML Annual Conference and Exhibition was held
virtually on October 14-16. If you missed the event, you can
still register and view all recorded keynotes and sessions
through January 31. Visit https://tmlconference.org.
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There be sharks...
Not every toothy grin is to be trusted. Sharks? Yeah, sales sharks! For-profit guys
offering you the deal of the century on your electricity. TCAP is Texas’ only non-profit,
by-cities-for-cities aggregator of electricity. We offer an innovative approach to maintain competitive
rates, deliver top-tier service, and are governed by your peers. Contact us today for a free, unbiased
appraisal of your options. No profit motive. No hidden gotchas. No magic tricks.

WE’RE NOT SALESPEOPLE. WE’RE YOUR PEOPLE!

tcaptx.com

972 764 -3136
TEXAS TOWN & CITY •
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RISK POOL H NEWS
The Texas Department of Insurance oversees certified
networks and the TDI Workers’ Compensation Research
and Evaluation Group (REG) publishes an annual Network
Report Card that evaluates workers’ compensation certified
networks and Chapter 504 political subdivision networks.
The criteria include:

POLITICAL SUBDIVISION WORKERS’
COMPENSATION ALLIANCE
EARNS HIGH RANKING IN
2020 WORKERS’ COMPENSATION
NETWORK REPORT CARD
As a result of 2005 workers’ compensation reforms, Texas
public entities can directly contract with health care
providers to deliver the best medical care possible to
injured employees. The Political Subdivision Workers’
Compensation Alliance (the Alliance) was established
under Chapter 504.053 of the Texas Labor Code to perform
the direct contracting and credentialing of health care
providers on behalf of its members (the pools).
The Alliance was formed in 2006 by five risk pools that offer
workers’ compensation coverage and claims services to
public entities in Texas for the express purpose of restoring
the health of injured workers and returning them to work as
soon as possible. Pools participating in the Alliance include:
•
•
•
•
•

Texas Municipal League Intergovernmental Risk Pool
Texas Association of School Boards Risk Management
Fund
Texas Association of Counties Risk Management Fund
Texas Water Conservation Association Risk
Management Fund
Texas Council Risk Management Fund

•
•
•
•
•
•

Health Care Costs
Utilization
Satisfaction with Care
Access to Care
Return to Work
Health Outcomes

The REG released the 2020 Workers’ Compensation
Network Report Card on September 29.
The
2020 report card can be found at: https://
www.tdi.texas.gov/reports/wcreg/documents/netrc2020.pdf.
The results in this annual report card show a
comparison of 11 groups, 10 of which are networks, with
a total of 110,515 new injured employees with injuries
occurring between June 1, 2018 and May 31, 2019.
The REG uses data supplied by each network/provider
panels for more than one-hundred data elements, denial
codes, medical procedures, and health care provider types.
The REG also conducts a survey of injured workers by the
Public Policy Research Institute at Texas A&M University.

Collectively, the Alliance represents more than 3,000 public
employers and 500,000 employees. Because the Alliance
was formed by the member risk pools, it exclusively serves
these pools and the public entities that participate in their
workers’ compensation programs.

The Alliance remains one of the highest ranked networks
in the state and continues to score well compared with
other like sized networks. In addition, most of the networks
continue to score higher than non-network claims in almost
every category.

The Alliance is committed to providing injured employees
with top quality providers who will get them back to health,
back to work, and back to their life quickly. The members
of the Alliance are known for their service to their local
communities, schools, counties, public utility facilities, and
first responders. If they get hurt on the job, the Alliance
is here to ensure these dedicated public servants have
access to the best care possible. These efforts are proven
year in, year out by the rankings the Alliance receives in the
annual Network Report Card.

Some of the highlights from the annual report card:
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Alliance had 20,981 claims in the data set, which was
1,358 fewer claims than last year.
Alliance overall average medical costs were $2,164 per
claim, which is $207 more per claim compared to 2019.
This is the second lowest when compared to other likesized networks.
Alliance average professional costs per claim were
$1,361, which is $146 more per claim compared to 2019.
• DECEMBER 2020

•

•

•

•
•

•

This is the second lowest when compared to other
networks.
Alliance average medical costs for medical-only claims
were $1,301, which is $351 more per claim compared to
2019. This is the fourth lowest when compared to other
like-sized networks.
Alliance average medical costs for lost-time claims
were $6,879. This is the fifth lowest when compared to
other like-sized networks.
Alliance overall average pharmacy costs per claim
were $155, which is $34 more per claim compared to
2019. This is by far the lowest when compared to other
like-sized networks.
Alliance had the lowest average number of prescriptions
at 3.2 per claim.
Alliance had the highest level of satisfaction in three
different categories with medical care for their workrelated injuries.
78 percent of Alliance injured employees surveyed
reported they were “satisfied” with their treating doctor.
This is the highest amongst all network and nonnetworks.

•

•
•

Alliance had the second shortest duration from date of
injury to date of first non-emergency medical care at
3.3 days.
96 percent of Alliance injured employees indicated that
they went back to work at some point after their injury.
Alliance had the highest physical functioning score
and second highest mental functioning score when
compared to other networks and non-networks.

The Alliance is a consistent top performer since the REG
began publishing network report card results. As a result,
the Alliance continues to ensure the best quality doctors
treat injured workers and timely return them to work with a
high satisfaction level of care.
For more information on the Alliance, please visit
www.pswca.org or contact your member services
manager. H

We infused innovation into a
wastewater treatment facility
to strengthen a community.

EVERYONE’S
A WINNER.

We’re Olsson, engineers who
understand that where there’s
a project, there’s a purpose.
See how we used a bio-tech
approach in Batesville, Arkansas,
to upgrade an important piece
of infrastructure at olsson.com.

Wastewater Treatment Facility / Batesville, Arkansas
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HEALTH POOL H NEWS
OPEN ENROLLMENT
SEASON IN A PANDEMIC
Benefits Education Improves Employee
Satisfaction
Benefits enrollment season is upon us again, and that
means ensuring that employees understand the coverage
options available to them and how to use them. A clear
understanding of benefits is vital because when employees
don’t know what benefits are available or how to use them,
they often don’t take full advantage of their elected option.
The result is that neither your organization nor employees
are receiving full value from your benefit offerings which
can negatively impact employee satisfaction, and affect
both retention and productivity.
As complex as employee benefits education can be, this
year gave public employers and benefits providers a new
challenge—education and enrollment during a pandemic.

Surprising Advantages of Virtual
Enrollment
In any ordinary year, one of the biggest challenges for public
employers is getting everyone to attend and engage in the
open enrollment meeting. Add a public health emergency
that makes gathering everyone in a room for a presentation
and Q&A uncomfortable and potentially hazardous, and
employee engagement might feel like a lost cause.
This year, the TML Health Benefits Pool, like many other
benefits providers, are conducting their enrollment meetings on Zoom. But rather than being just a necessary solution during the pandemic, the virtual meetings are providing some unexpected opportunities.
Virtual enrollment meetings make it easier for spouses to
participate. Dependent spouses use the same plan and often manage healthcare for the children and family, so they
too need to understand the benefits offerings.

TEXAS TOWN & CITY •

Video recordings of the enrollment meetings enabled by
the virtual-first environment can give employees access
to information they missed and serve as a resource for answers to questions they have after the enrollment meeting.
According to a Forrester Research study, employees are 75
percent more likely to watch a video than read documents,
emails, or web articles, which means you’re your employees
may get more information from a recording than a traditional handout.
Additionally, having the presentation slides as a digital
download can help employees find information they need
without scribbling notes while listening to the presentation.
Online resources and a virtual presentation may also reduce
some of the frequent questions that human resources or inhouse benefits management receive. Questions like:
•

How do I add a dependent?

•

When does my deductible start over?

•

Is my telemedicine program free?

•

What is considered a routine lab?

Until We Meet (Face-to-Face) Again
This unexpected year of virtual enrollment may have offered public employers and benefits providers an opportunity to examine what methods and channels best
help employees understand their benefits. Are takehome handouts and spouse engagement here to stay?
What do you think? H
About TML Health Benefits Pool
TML Health Benefits Pool brings together hundreds of Texas
public entities to leverage collective purchasing power and
risk sharing to offer big-employer health benefits at smalltown prices. By sharing in the Pool, TML Health’s members
share the rewards of superior health coverage—lower costs,
better health outcomes, and more personalized service.
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CITY LIGHTS
H

The Nation’s Best Small Cities
Are in Texas

Elm, Allen, Leander, Georgetown, Flower Mound, Coppell,
and Friendswood.

The personal finance website WalletHub recently released
its report on the 2020 Best Small Cities in America. Three
Texas cities – Sugar Land, Southlake, and Cedar Park –
ranked among the top 10 cities on the list, all in the 99th
percentile representing the top one percent of cities in
the United States with populations between 25,000 and
100,000.

To view the full report, visit https://wallethub.com/edu/
best-worst-small-cities-to-live-in/16581.

In determining which cities outshine the rest, WalletHub
compared 1,268 cities across five key dimensions:
affordability, economic health, education and health,
quality of live, and safety. The researchers looked at 43
indicators of livability ranging from school-system quality
to restaurants per capita to quality of life. Sugar Land ranks
fifth on the list, followed by Southlake (number eight) and
Cedar Park (number nine).
In addition to these three top ten-tier cities, other Texas
cities rating in the 90th or higher percentile are Keller, Little

TEXAS TOWN & CITY •

George Mason University Honors
Bastrop Mayor
Texas Municipal League Board Member and Bastrop
Mayor Connie Schroeder was named “State and Local
Leader of the Week” on October 12 by the State and
Local Government Leadership Center at George Mason
University. Schroeder, who also serves as TML Region
10 Director, became the first woman to be elected
mayor of Bastrop in May 2017. The Leadership Center
announcement cites that during Schroeder’s term as
mayor, one of her signature accomplishments has been
diversifying Bastrop’s boards and commissions through
her appointments noting: “If I am asked to pick only one
thing, it would be significant progress to improve the city’s
aging infrastructure: Having both a water treatment and
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wastewater treatment (facility) under design
makes the civil engineer in me very proud.”
Bastrop is one of the Lone Star State’s oldest
towns – officially established on June 8, 1832,
with its name coming from the city’s founder,
Stephen F. Austin to honor his good friend
and colleague, Baron de Bastrop.

The portal can be accessed by clicking on the Citizen Self-Service
logo on the City’s home page. To use the system, customers create a
login profile to register. The Citizen Self-Service portal will guide users
step-by-step through the application process online, allowing them to
submit necessary documentation, pay associated fees, and manage
multiple applications in one online destination. The system will also
automatically route materials to the proper City departments for review
and allow the applicant to track the progress of their submittal.. H

Kyle Launches One-Stop-Shop
for City Projects
The City of Kyle launched a Projects module
on its website to give residents a one-stop
spot for viewing the locations, status, and
details of current projects underway in Kyle.
With this new Projects module, all city projects
in planning or in construction are mapped and
searchable with detailed information, status
updates and relevant links. The module is a
part of the Kyle City Council’s goal to increase
communication efforts with Kyle residents
and businesses, and is available on the City
of Kyle mobile app, the City’s homepage, and
at CityofKyle.com/Projects.

Farmers Branch Engages
Residents with New Self-Service
Portal
As part of a massive update of software
and connecting systems, the City of Farmers
Branch recently unveiled a Citizen SelfService portal on the City’s website at www.
farmersbranchtx.gov. The new portal can
be used to request and pay for permits
in community services and public works,
log complaints for code enforcement, and
request and pay for planning cases. It includes
resource information for sustainability and
public health and a City Interactive Map,
which incorporates zoning, overlay districts,
specific use permits, and council districts.
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SMALL CITIES’ H CORNER
collection device t o help establish a starting point from
which t o create a strategic plan. “Project Listen” was the
tool created for this specific purpose.
Project Listen
Project Listen has four main objectives:
1.

Gain insight into the perception, attitude, and
opinions of the line-level employee i n regards t o
the operations of the individual departments and the
City as a whole.

2.

Gauge the current levels of employee engagement

PROJECT LISTEN

3.

Collect data regarding the employee/employer
relationship.

By The City of Dayton

4. Use the c o l l e c t e d data t o create a better work
environment, promote higher levels of employee
engagement, and improve the level of service to
employees and citizens.

The City of Dayton is a rural community situated beyond
the reach of the Houston metropolitan area. I n 2017, the
City’s bucolic way of life was confronted by news that
the long- planned Grand Parkway Loop project was finally
funded. This new loop around the Houston metropolitan
area would pass four miles from Dayton’s historic
commercial core. Communities around Texas hav e
been faced with this t y p e o f existential crisis. Dayton
embraced the challenge of this new paradigm. Strategic
plans were adopted, memorializing aspects of the
congenial lifestyle Dayton has enjoyed, while championing
best practices for future growth.
By spring o f 2019, Dayton was i n a period of transition the organizational values and goals had markedly changed.
The City took on the mission of providing residents with
the highest quality of life possible and accepted the
challenge to make Dayton a wholesome, businessfriendly, and dynamic community. City administration
acknowledged succeeding i n this mission meant taking
pride i n the principles of Service, Humility, Integrity,
Nobility, and Excellence, k n o w n a s t h e S H I N E
p r i n c i p l e s . I n an effort t o accurately determine the
overall attitude of each department and the City as a
whole, it was necessary to devise a measuring or data
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Phase I
This project consists of three phases. In Phase I, each
employee is required to complete a work-related,
department-specific electronic survey. The results of
the survey are then reviewed and shared with facilitators
i n preparation for the second phase of the project.
The facilitators are selected based on their individual
demeanor, skill for being effective communicators, and
documentation skills. To increase the level of success,
these individuals are provided training specifically for this
project.
The facilitators are assigned t o conduct the individual
employee meetings with departments other than their
own. This is done i n an effort t o reduce the potential
for any biases and promote open and free communication.
Phase II
In Phase I I , the facilitators meet with individual employees
for one-on-one meetings to discuss the overall findings of
the initial survey and t o assist the employee in completing
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a secondary survey. This secondary survey focuses on
individual opinions and requires more detailed responses.
One facilitator is assigned to speak with each employee of a
department in an effort t o maintain as much consistency
as i s possible with the exception of the Public Works
Department. This department is assigned three facilitators
collaborating due t o the number of employees. Upon
completion of these individual employee meetings, the
facilitators compile the information gathered and create a
summary report for each department. Prior to this phase,
the facilitators receive instruction on how to properly
document the information gathered in these meetings
and create a summary document.
Phase I I i s where the project derives i t s name,
Project Listen, as i t i s i n this phase the facilitators
pose questions and listen t o the responses that
employees provide. The facilitators ask a series of crafted
questions during these interviews and provide employees
with an opportunity t o speak on any subject matter. All
of the information shared by the employees during
these interviews is documented by the facilitators then
shared with city administration; however, no names are
attached to any specific information without the express
permission of the individual employee.

practices, and personnel to create a better working
environment, increase employee engagement, and
improve the employee/employer relationship. All of these
improvements help create a more satisfied employee,
which creates a better product and improved service to
our community. Some of the changed policies include:
the ability to take vacation time during the first year of
employment, reduced rates at local daycare, additional
supplemental insurance options, and lunches with city
administrators.
The SHINE principles adopted by Dayton would not
matter if the City did not apply them internally to staff.
Council and administration serve the general public, but
they also serve the staff who serve the public. As Richard
Branson has stated, “Clients do not come first.
Employees come first. If you take care of your employees,
they will take care of the clients.” Project Listen is an
essential step toward providing long-term quality service
to Dayton’s residents. H

Vacancies on the Texas Municipal League
Small Cities Advisory Council

The data and summary reports are shared with the
deputy city manager and the two assistant city managers,
who then create a final summary report. The final report
is presented t o the department heads, the city manager,
and the city council.

The Texas Municipal League Small Cities
Advisory Council (SCAC) advises the TML Board
of Directors and staff on ways the League’s
services to small cities can be expanded or
modified, consistent with TML’s resources and
the organization’s needs. The SCAC meets three
times a year, and is composed of a dedicated
and diverse group of elected and appointed officials in cities with populations of less than 15,000
from each of TML’s 15 regions.

Phase III
Phase III consists of city administration reviewing the
data i n the summary reports and devising a strategic
plan to bolster any documented strengths, eliminating
any uncovered weaknesses, successfully preparing and
meeting the opportunities presented, and reducing the
impact of any potential threats facing the individual
departments and the City as a whole.

There are currently vacancies on the council that
need to be filled by city officials in TML regions
2, 3, 7, 9, 10, and 12. To learn what TML region your
city is in, visit www.tml.org/230/Regions or refer
to the online Texas City Officials Directory at
https://directory.tml.org. Contact Jacqueline
Redin at jredin@tml.org or 512-231-7480 if you
would like to be considered for a SCAC position.

City administration then works with department heads
t o create a document that outlines a strategic plan
designed to accomplish the above-mentioned goals.
Initial Outcomes
The feedback from employees has allowed city
administrators to make adjustments to processes,
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GET TO KNOW
MAYOR KAREN HUNT
2020-2021 TEXAS
MUNICIPAL LEAGUE
PRESIDENT
Interview By Rachael Pitts, Texas Municipal
League Deputy Executive Director for
Affiliate and Member Services

On October 15, the TML Board of Directors elected Coppell Mayor
Karen Hunt as the League’s 112th president. A native of Fargo,
North Dakota, and graduate of Southern Methodist University in
Dallas, she moved to Coppell in 1997. She quickly became involved
in the community and grew an impressive record of volunteerism.
By 2008, she was on the Coppell City Council and was first elected
mayor in 2012. Before taking the helm at TML, Mayor Hunt served
as president-elect and Region 13 Board director.

Rachael Pitts: Tell me about your family.
Mayor Karen Hunt: I am the fourth of five children of Lyle and
Jean Selbo. We all grew up in Fargo, North Dakota, and each, when
our time came, attended Southern Methodist University. I married
a Dallasite, Larry Hunt, in 1983. We have two grown children. Kyle
(31) is married to Jessie, and they live in Arkansas with one child.
Bryce (24) is married to Shannon and live in Hackberry (east of
Frisco); they are expecting their first child.
RP: Tell me about your profession.
KH: I am a career banker, with more than 40 years of experience
in the commercial banking industry in the Dallas-Fort Worth area.
I have leveraged my love of numbers to create a strong financial
background. My career has spanned large national, regional, and
small independent banks. Since 2010, I have been the market
president - Coppell for Frost Bank. My primary responsibilities are
business development, loan and deposit production, and client
service and retention. I have enjoyed my banking career – the
best part is partnering with businesses and individuals to meet
their business goals.

RP: What influenced you to run for councilmember and then
mayor?

KH: I have been called a serial volunteer. I had just transitioned off
four different boards and was trying to decide my next adventure.
I was asked to consider running for school board and, separately,
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city council. Both had members who were retiring. I analyzed
both opportunities and made the decision that I was better suited
working for citizens on streets, water, sewer, and community
safety than working for parents on facilities and curriculum for our
children.
Choosing to run for mayor was different. I was THAT person
who said I would never run for mayor. After several nudges from
different directions, I submitted my paperwork feeling uncertain
about the outcome – the opponent had been on council for 17
years. The work of my supporters paid off; I won the election.
I enjoy the “job” of being mayor. Now, I am in my third term.

RP: What inspired you to run for the TML Board and then as
president-elect and president?

KH: When first elected in 2008, I was immediately encouraged
by the mayor and council members to get involved with TML. They
told me TML programs would make the learning curve shorter.
They were absolutely correct. I loved the TML events - talking to
other elected officials across the state, learning about challenges,
and meeting the people who volunteered to find solutions for
their city. Those experiences moved me to get involved at the
regional level. (I do have a history – it is difficult for me to “join” an
organization without volunteering for task forces or committees.)
When offered the opportunity to chair a committee or be in a
leadership role, I jumped at the chance. My goal is to leave an
organization in a better place than when I started. I found myself
enjoying the learning and being the region’s vice president,
president, and then TML Board representative.
Again, it was meeting the people on the board, getting to know
TML staff, and the work. I was interested, learning a lot, and
wanted to contribute.

RP: What are some of your most memorable moments over the
past year as TML president-elect?
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KH: What I will remember most about my time as president-elect
is going virtual. With COVID-19, I wanted to get a good start on my
goal to visit each region - THAT flew out the window. The Zoom
calls made the travel (or lack thereof) easier, but I miss making
those personal connections that are reinforced face-to-face.
RP: What do you look forward to during your time as TML
president?
KH: I am excited about the upcoming legislative session. I
hope to be part of a solution to curb the animosity that has been
growing toward cities from the Texas legislature. I do believe that
the animosity cities feel from the Texas leadership is misplaced.

RP: What are your goals as TML president?
KH: Since we are coming up on a legislative session, you can
guess the nature of my answer. My primary goal is to encourage
all mayors and city council members across the State to become
knowledgeable, collaborate with neighboring communities, and
engage local citizens around legislative topics and issues. If we
are going to change the attitude in Austin about Texas cities, each
of us has tasks that must be personally handled. Our success will
be measured by the breadth of our involvement across Texas.

RP: What do you enjoy the most about serving on the Coppell
City Council?

KH: There is always a puzzle that needs to be put together.
Working with City Manager Mike Land and the Coppell staff is a
real pleasure. They are forward thinking and interested in looking
at all options, and in the end, settling on the solution that is best for
the citizens long term and the budget. Add to that the people we
serve… a kind, caring community that pulls together when needed
– amazing people.
RP: What’s happening in Coppell?
KH: Like most cities across the State of Texas, Coppell’s small
businesses are the hardest ones hit during the pandemic. The City
of Coppell worked with the county leaders to manage information
and the distribution of funds to assist in any way we could.
The Coppell Art Center is getting ready to open to the public. The
construction was delayed by COVID-19 and gatherings limited
by the same. It is our newest public asset, and we are proud of
the people who are putting together programming for all of our
citizens.
The City of Coppell has a new strategic plan! The City Council had
a very deliberate approach to this plan. It was to be community
driven, transparent, and data driven. The citizens of Coppell
showed up and contributed over 2,000 pieces of data that
resulted in Vision 2040. We are rolling out the plan to the public
and have begun using it in planning for the future.

Pioneering Energy & Water Solutions.

Proven Cost Savings.

From libraries to wastewater treatment plants and facility retrofits to fully
integrated smart city solutions, Ameresco can turn your utility spend into
infrastructure improvements with no up-front capital investment. We provide
energy and water solutions that apply advanced technologies to create healthier
and safer buildings, reduce costs, decrease carbon emissions, and modernize
aging infrastructure, so you can focus on your citizens and local businesses.

214.208.5884
ameresco.com
©2020 Ameresco, Inc. Ameresco and the Ameresco logo, the orb symbol and the tagline “Green. Clean. Sustainable.” are registered in the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office. All rights reserved.
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RP: How would you describe Coppell to someone who has
never visited?
KH: 14.7 square miles in the middle of the Dallas-Fort Worth area
– all roads lead to Coppell. (Well, we ARE adjacent to the DFW
International Airport). The west side of the City, near the airport,
is our business hub. It is home to many distribution centers –
Container Store, Vari, Staples, Uline, Napa Auto Parts, and four
Amazon locations just to name a few. Our beautiful residential
neighborhoods have lots of trees. Our excellent schools were
developed as neighborhood schools. Our beautiful parks include
pocket neighborhood parks, baseball, soccer and softball fields,
pavilions, and wide-open spaces for all to enjoy. The best part
of Coppell is its people. We are a caring community of about
41,000 – a community of volunteers. Our citizens are involved and
show up where there is a need. Coppell is a family community for
a lifetime.
RP: What is one of the most important lessons you’ve learned

KH: TML’s stated mission is “to render services which individual
cities have neither time, money nor strength to do alone.” TML
has the history, knowledge, and resources to assist cities. TML
is THE organization that brings municipal leaders together to
discuss issues and challenges as well as potential solutions and
strategies. The League understands the issues and challenges
of the legislative process, and can provide the pros and cons on
proposed legislation. TML can provide guidance and assistance
regarding the history of challenges and any potential effect on
other Texas cities. In other words, TML’s role is great.
RP: What leadership advice do you have for city leaders?
KH: Learning and sharing can save time and taxpayer dollars. For
me, it was important to connect with other leaders in neighboring
communities. Connection helped me understand that other cities
and their leaders have similar challenges and we can learn from
each other.

about public service?

RP: Do you have a favorite book/song/quote/sport/movie?

KH: Government action moves slowly except when it does not.

KH:

When government appears to move swiftly, others have been
working hard to accomplish the particular action – I came in late
in the process.

RP: How would you describe your leadership style?
KH:

My goal is listen first, ask clarifying questions, assess
input, then state my thoughts and preferences; and then build
consensus around a collaborative solution, decide, and move
forward. The Simon Sinek quote that speaks to me is: “Leadership
is not about results. It is about taking care of the people who are
responsible for the results.”

RP: What do you see as the most important issues facing Texas
cities?
KH: I see the essential issues as:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Assisting our businesses and residents in recovery from
the effects of the pandemic
Broadband deployment measures and closing the digital
divide – the pandemic has emphasized the need
Funding for local transportation measures to spur
infrastructure investment and economic development
Communities retaining the ability to petition
their legislature and have a voice in the process

RP: What should be the League’s role in addressing these
issues?
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Book – Together is Better by Simon Sinek
Song – I like music though it is not a huge interest, but I
enjoy listening to any song by George Strait or Darius Rucker.
Quote – “If you don’t like something, change it. If you can’t
change it, change the way you think about it.” Mary Engelbreit
Sport - I am a spectator of football, baseball, basketball,
and golf. Looking forward to learning more about
pickle ball. I think that will be a game I want to play.
Movie – White Christmas

RP: What historical event do you wish you could have
witnessed?
KH: This was really not that long ago but… For more than 73
years, the Titanic lay on the bottom of the ocean and no one knew
where it was. In 1985, the wreck of the Titanic was finally located. I
would have loved to be there when Dr. Robert Ballard and his crew
located the “unsinkable” ocean liner.
RP: How do you like to spend your time outside city government?

KH: I do have a full-time job that is 40-60 hours a week, but I love
to spend time with my sons and their families. I also love to spend
time at our lake house – relaxation and the water. My husband and
I have season tickets to SMU football and basketball. My hobbies
are crocheting, baking, sports spectator, and reading.

RP: What is some of the best advice you have ever been given?
KH: “Take a deep breath before you …..” This advice goes with
everything!! …before you speak; …..before you take a risk; …before
you dream. H
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LEGAL H Q&A

Q
A

By Christy Drake-Adams
TML Assistant General Counsel

What is an attorney general opinion?

An attorney general opinion is a written interpretation
of existing law. It is defined in state law as “advice or a
judgment or decision and the legal reasons and principles
on which it is based.” Tex. Gov’t Code § 402.041.

Q

What legal weight and authority does an attorney
general opinion have?

A

Texas Supreme Court opinions addressing this
question consistently indicate that, while attorney general’s
opinions are persuasive, they are not controlling or binding
on the courts. See, e.g., In re Smith, 333 S.W.3d 582, 588 (Tex.
2011); H.E.B. Ministries, Inc. v. Tex. Higher Educ. Coordinating
Bd., 235 S.W.3d 627, 661 n.148 (Tex. 2007); Comm’rs Court of
Titus Cnty. v. Agan, 940 S.W.2d 77, 82 (Tex. 1997); Holmes v.
Morales, 924 S.W.2d 920, 924 (Tex. 1996); see also Ex parte
Schroeter, 958 S.W.2d 811, 812 n.2 (Tex. Crim. App. 1997).

Q

Under what authority does the attorney general
issue opinions?

A

The attorney general opinions to which this article
refers are issued under Government Code Sections 402.042
or 402.043.

Q

Is a mayor or member of the city council authorized
to request an attorney general opinion?

A

No. If a city wants to request an attorney general
opinion, it must be submitted through an “authorized
requestor.” State law authorizes the following state and local
officials to request opinions: (1) the governor; (2) the head of
a department of state government; (3) a head or board of
a penal institution; (4) a head or board of an eleemosynary
institution; (5) the head of a state board; (6) a regent or
trustee of a state educational institution; (7) a committee of
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a house of the legislature;* (8) a county auditor authorized
by law; or (9) the chairman of the governing board of a river
authority. Id. § 402.042.
The attorney general also advises district and county
attorneys in certain instances in which the State of Texas is
interested and certain requirements are met. Id. § 402.043;
see also Tex. Att’y Gen. Op. No. GA-0467 (2006) at n. 2
(“Government Code sections 402.042 and 402.043 identify
the state and local officials who are authorized to request
attorney general opinions, and section 402.045 provides
that the attorney general may not give a written opinion to
a person who is not an authorized requestor.”).
*“Individual legislators are not among the authorized
requestors.” Tex. Att’y Gen. LO-89-72 (1989). However, it
is the practice of the attorney general’s office to accept
requests from the chairman of a legislative committee as
a request from the committee. See Tex. Att’y Gen. LO-88-21
(1988).

Q
A

How is a request designated?

The attorney general’s office assigns each request
an identifying number, which is referred to as the “RQ
Number.” For instance, in RQ-0160-KP the “RQ” stands
for “Request,” the number “0160” is the numerical order in
which the request was accepted, and “KP” stands for Ken
Paxton (the current attorney general). The RQ Number does
not coincide with the number under which the opinion will
ultimately be issued. (See below for a discussion of the
format in which opinions are issued).
Request letters as far back as 1991 are posted on the attorney
general’s website. See https://www2.texasattorneygeneral.
gov/opinion/requests-for-opinion-rqs.
Summaries
of
requests for attorney general opinions must be published
in the Texas Register. Tex. Gov’t Code §§ 2002.011(5), .012.
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Q

Are there any procedural requirements applicable
to an opinion request?

A

Yes. “A request for an opinion must be in writing and
sent by certified or registered mail, with receipt requested,
addressed to the office of the attorney general in Austin, or
electronically to an electronic mail address designated by
the attorney general for the purpose of receiving requests
for opinions.” Id. § 402.042(c). The attorney general is required
to acknowledge receipt of a request not later than the 15th
day after the date that it is received. Id. Acknowledgement
letters are generally sent via e-mail.
Persons or groups who might have a particular interest in
the subject of a request are copied on acknowledgement
letters. In this way, the acknowledgement letter is used to
invite those persons or groups to submit legal briefing. For
instance, TML is often copied on acknowledgement letters
in regard to issues in which cities might have an interest.

Q
A

How can your city participate in the opinion process?

A city, usually through its legal counsel, may submit a
brief to the attorney general in regard to a pending request.
The city does not have to be invited (as described above) in
order to submit briefing. The attorney general encourages
third-party briefs be submitted within thirty days of the date
a request is acknowledged. While the attorney general’s
office routinely accepts briefs outside of this timeframe,
submitting the brief in this period helps guarantee that
the brief is fully considered in the opinion process. The
attorney general’s website has a list of pending opinion
requests, along with the requested deadline to submit a
brief. See https://www2.texasattorneygeneral.gov/opin/
opin_recent.php.
The attorney general’s website has more information
about the opinion process here: https://www.
texasattorneygeneral.gov/attorney-general-opinions.

Delinquent Tax Collections
Fines/Fees, A/R,
Higher Education Collections
Appraisal District
Representation
Bankruptcy Representation
Minerals Department
Property Value Study,
Taxable Value Audit
Truth-in-Taxation

800-369-9000
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McCreary Veselka Bragg & Allen P.C. Attorneys at Law
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Q

opinions. At the beginning of 1999, the practice of issuing
letter opinions was discontinued.

A

Q

May an authorized requestor ask for an attorney
general opinion about any subject matter?
No. Section 402.042 provides that “the attorney
general shall issue a written opinion on a question affecting
the public interest or concerning the official duties of the
requesting person.” Tex. Gov’t Code § 402.042(a); see also
Tex. Att’y Gen. Op. No. GA-0685 (2008) at 3 (explaining that
a question may concern either a matter of public interest
or the official duties of the requestor, but does not have to
relate to both). The attorney general would not, for instance,
issue an opinion to resolve a private legal dispute regarding
on whose property a fence is located.
The attorney general has indicated that “‘[q]uestions
involving cities . . . should be submitted by a statutorily
authorized requestor only if they concern subject matter
covered by the jurisdiction and duties of the office submitting
the request.’” Tex. Att’y Gen. Op. No. GA-0356 (2005) at 2.

Q
A

In what format are attorney general opinions issued?

Opinions are issued in a letter format. Opinions as far
back as 1939 are available for review on the attorney general’s
Website at https://www.texasattorneygeneral.gov/opinions.
In most cases, an opinion is designated by: (1) the initials of
the attorney general that issued the opinion; and (2) a number
representing the numerical order in which the opinion was
issued. For instance, KP-0001 was issued in 2015. The “KP”
stands for Ken Paxton and “0001” was the first opinion he
issued. You might see this cited as “Tex. Att’y Gen. Op. No.
KP-0001 (2015).” Summaries of attorney general opinions
must be published in the Texas Register. Tex. Gov’t Code §§
2002.011(6), .012.

In the past, some opinions were issued as “letter opinions”;
these generally addressed issues that were local in nature
or affected the interests of a particular person or group. The
opinions were designated with “LO.” The attorney general’s
Website explains that the “LO” designation does not mean
that a document is less authoritative than one designated
by the initials of the attorney general. See https://www2.
texasattorneygeneral.gov/opinion/information-on-letter-
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Is there a deadline in which the attorney general
must issue an opinion?

A

State law requires that the attorney general issue an
opinion not later than the 180th day after the date that a
request is received, unless the attorney general notifies the
requestor in writing that the opinion will be delayed or not
rendered and states the reasons for the delay or refusal.
Tex. Gov’t Code § 402.042(c). There are various examples
of opinions that have been issued well outside of this 180day timeframe. See, e.g., Tex. Att’y Gen. Op. No. GA-0795
(2010) (requested July 16, 2009 and issued August 27, 2010).

Q

What are some of the reasons that the attorney
general might refuse to issue an opinion or address a
question raised in a request?

A
•

The attorney general has declined to address
questions that are the subject of pending litigation,
including matters that are the subject of administrative
proceedings. See, e.g., Tex. Att’y Gen. Op. Nos. KP0118 (2016) at 2, GA-0498 (2007) at 8; RQ-0832-GA
(2009) (this request involved an issue before the Texas
Board of Professional Engineers and was “closed for
litigation”).

•

The attorney general has declined to address issues
that are, in effect, an appeal of a judicial decision or
that require the construction of a court order. See, e.g.,
Tex. Att’y Gen. LO-93-74 at 4.

•

The attorney general will not, through the opinion
process, determine disputed fact questions. See, e.g.,
Tex. Att’y Gen. No. KP-0240 (2019) at 1.

•

The attorney general has refused to answer questions
that require the review and construction of a particular
contract. See, e.g., Tex. Att’y Gen. Op. No. GA-0883
(2011) at 4.
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•

The attorney general typically will not construe a
city charter provision or address whether particular
actions constitute a violation of a city charter. See,
e.g., Tex. Att’y Gen. Op. No. KP-0026 (2015) at 1.

Q

What topics do attorney general opinions frequently
deal with that concern cities?

A

Some of the most frequently covered topics in attorney
general opinions that concern cities include dual office
holding issues, open government questions, and conflicts
of interest problems. See, e.g., Tex. Att’y Gen. Op. Nos.
KP-0125 (2017) (regarding simultaneous service on the
board of trustees of a public library district and on the city
council), GA-0717 (2009) (addressing whether a city charter
provision that permits a majority of city councilmembers to
call a special meeting violates the Open Meetings Act), KP0244 (2019) (regarding whether the city attorney and city

administrator are local public officials subject to Chapter
171 of the Local Government Code).

Q

How do I determine whether an older attorney
general opinion has been overruled, modified, affirmed,
or withdrawn?

A

The attorney general’s website contains information
about opinions that have been overruled, modified, affirmed
or withdrawn. See https://www2.texasattorneygeneral.
gov/opinion/opinions-overruled-modified-affirmedwithdrawn. H
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THE TML MUNICIPAL
MARKETPLACE
THE LEAGUE’S
NEWEST RESOURCE
FOR TEXAS CITIES

The League is excited to introduce the new TML Municipal
Marketplace - an interactive gallery of services, resources,
and offerings, designed specifically for the Texas city
official!
The Marketplace originally launched in conjunction
with the 2020 TML Annual Conference, and is now free
and open to all Texas cities through January 31.
To
visit, just click on “Marketplace” in the navigation bar at
https://tmlconference.org.
Peruse hundreds of companies across 23 product categories
including economic development, strategic planning,
communication and technology, public safety, and more.

•

2021 calendars from TML Intergovernmental Risk Pool

•

Free webinar series for Delivering Capital Improvement
Projects with Limited Resources

•

Complimentary sales tax reports

•

No fee webinars, reports, thank you gifts, and more!

Search Marketplace Collateral for case studies, videos,
brochures, and articles, such as:
•

COVID 19 – Financial Resources for Local Governments

•

Best Practices for Public Restrooms during Coronavirus

•

CARES Act Funds for Cloud Technology

•

Six Tips to Re-awaken Your Creative Abilities During a
Pandemic

•

Texas Economic Development Post-COVID 19

There are a variety of other great resources and
special features to discover. Visit the Marketplace at
https://tmlconference.org and start exploring today! H

An array of exclusive offers, promotions, and giveaways are
available as Marketplace Specials, including:
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RESTART

Your Operations

WITH BV

HELPING MUNICIPALITIES RESTORE
AND REBUILD CONFIDENCE SAFELY.

We are committed to deploying a worldclass program that is built on the
foundation of trust, excellence, and
science-based evidence, crucial to
helping rebuild economy and
businesses.
BV, in conjunction with the Cleveland
Clinic is poised to act as Chief Medical
Director, for BV’s Restart your
Business with BV Program, is working
to help you restore confidence in safety
and hygiene standards. BV’s renowned
knowledge in testing, inspection, and
certification (TIC) will help you build
confidence with employees,
customers, and our communities
across North America.

BUREAU VERITAS, ADVISED BY CLEVELAND
CLINIC ANNOUNCES THE FIRST GLOBAL
HYGIENE STANDARDS TO REBOOT THE
WORLD’S ECONOMY

- FORBES MAGAZINE

How BV can work with you?
•
•
•
•

Operational Continuity Services
Safe Guard Hygiene Excellence Label
Doug Linkhart
SneezeByGuards
President, National Civic League
Remote Audits

FOR MORE INFORMATION CONTACT:

Van Tran, CBO | 214.876.6855 | van.tran@bureauveritas.com
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THANK YOU TO OUR 2020
TML ANNUAL CONFERENCE SPONSORS

TML relies on the participation and support of conference sponsors to provide vital resources for city officials.

As of November 4, 2020
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THANK YOU TO OUR 2020
TML ANNUAL CONFERENCE SPONSORS

TML relies on the participation and support of conference sponsors to provide vital resources for city officials.
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2020 TML MUNICIPAL
EXCELLENCE AWARDS WINNERS
The 24th annual Texas Municipal League Municipal
Excellence Awards Program was a tremendous success
with 90 entries for the 10 awards (five in each of two
population categories).
Texas cities of all sizes—from the smallest to the largest—
participated, and the entries reflected the highest standards
of professionalism and innovation. We applaud all applicants
for their exceptional entries.

The winning cities in the over 25,000
population category are:
City Spirit – Converse
Communication Programs – Tyler
Management Innovations – Deer Park and La Porte
Public Safety – Round Rock
Public Works – Tyler
The winners were recognized during the Opening General
Session of the virtual 2020 TML Annual Conference and
Exhibition. The award-winning programs are highlighted on
the pages that follow.

The 2020 award-winners in the under
25,000 population category are:
City Spirit – Marshall
Communication Programs – Buda
Management Innovations – Live Oak
Public Safety – Lavon
Public Works – Santa Fe

It’s never too early to start thinking about the projects
your city would like to enter in this highly respected
competition. The 2021 Texas Municipal League Municipal
Excellence Awards Program is announced on page 33 of
this magazine, or you can find the information at www.tml.
org/210/Municipal-Excellence-Awards.
Congratulations to all of our winning cities!

Under 25,000 Population Category
Marshall (City
Spirit)

Buda
(Communication Programs)

The Marshall City Hall was an
architectural wonder until it was
destroyed by a fire in 1923. After
being restored, the building
was christened “Memorial City
Hall” to honor those who served
in World War I and later World War II. For decades, the
building served as a cornerstone for the City, providing work
space for city departments and the municipal auditorium,
but it fell into disrepair when the offices moved. In 2016,
the City embarked on a 4.5 million dollar restoration plan
that utilized hotel occupancy tax funds and community
donations. The project was finalized in 2019 - complete with
a state-of-the-art auditorium and meeting space that will
serve the community and visitors for years to come.
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The City of Buda created
the video series “Paying
It Forward Is A Budaful
Thing” that highlights
the
people
and
organizations making positive impacts in the community. As
part of the City’s strategic communication plan, these videos
provide a creative way to increase citizen engagement and
community trust through authentic, encouraging dialogue.
The videos are shared on Buda’s social media accounts,
YouTube channel, Facebook page, and website, and have
earned over 40,000 combined views. Sharing these stories
has given the Buda community a sense of pride, while
raising awareness for organizations that may have otherwise
gone unnoticed.
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Live Oak
(Management
Innovations)
To address an increase in workers’ compensation claims
and worker-related injuries, the City of Live Oak’s Safety
Committee created the Safety Spot program. This problemsolving initiative provides that any time three or more
employees meet, one of the employees will volunteer a
safety tip to help prevent work-related accidents. Topics
have included how to lift heavy objects, back city vehicles,
and prevent storage and tripping hazards. Live Oak has
experienced a 33.7 percent reduction in work-related
incidents since the program’s inception. Safety Spot costs
the City nothing and is now implemented at every meeting.

Santa Fe (Public Works)
The City of
Santa Fe and
Keep Santa
Fe Beautiful
collaborated
to transform
t
h
e
underutilized
Mae S. Bruce Park into a therapeutic garden,
designed to embrace individuals coping with
symptoms of post-traumatic stress and other
mental health and emotional issues. Located
in the heart of Main Street, the one-anda-half acre park boasts a sensory garden,
water feature, walking trails, meditation
areas, artful mosaics, and seating areas.
Thanks to the combined efforts of public,
private, and organizational sources along
with many volunteers, this healing space
was made a reality for a small community
and will be enjoyed by many generations.

Lavon (Public
Safety)
The City of Lavon’s Camp 911
was developed to help young
residents ages nine through 11
in emergency situations. The
Lavon Police, Fire, and Public
Works Departments partner
with other agencies to provide
interactive training that allows campers to become familiar
with equipment used in emergencies. Campers also
participate in plausible emergency scenarios to learn
how to appropriately respond. Attendance is limited to
30 campers to provide maximum interaction time. This
outreach program is free to residents and has helped foster
positive relationships among community members and
first responders.

The
Right
Reports.
Right Now.
To get your

FREE

CenterPoint
Fund Accounting
and Payroll Software
®

guide visit:
www.csasoftwaresolutions.com/fundaccounting
Distributed By

www.csasoftwaresolutions.com • 800.264.4465

TEXAS TOWN & CITY •

31

• DECEMBER 2020

Over 25,000 Population Category
Converse (City
Spirit)
To better address many longstanding code and safetyissues, the City of Converse
established the Code Action Team, which included the
City’s police chief, fire chief, code enforcement officers,
community development director, animal care director, and
storm water manager. The team met every two weeks to
coordinate efforts on work ranging from code enforcement
to community service projects. In one year, 10 dangerous
structures were demolished, four homes were painted
and renovated, hazardous brush was removed, and over
100 code compliance violations were resolved. This
collaborative approach resulted in more improvements
than the City had seen in years.

Tyler (Communication Program)
The City of Tyler’s Communications
Department
developed
an
awareness campaign – The Friendly
Neighborhood Thief – for the Tyler
Police Department to help address
the rise in auto burglaries. The
campaign of eight videos covers
a range of topics, including auto
burglaries, home break-ins, and
holiday package theft. In each episode, the neighbor thief
takes viewers along on his crime spree while pointing out
how easy it is to be a victim of crime. These videos were
shared on Tyler’s social media platforms and website with
over 100,000 views. The campaign has been a tremendous
success: the City saw a 35 percent reduction in auto
burglaries in the month following the first video.

Deer Park and La Porte
(Management Innovations)
After major regional
emergencies,
the
cities of Deer Park and
La Porte brainstormed
ways to improve
communication
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across the region. The Public Information Officers and
Emergency Management Coordinators Network in Southeast
Harris County was created to share communication
resources and discuss best practices to better respond in
emergency situations. The network now includes five cities
and the oil and gas industry. The network is responsible
for developing clear and concise emergency notifications,
creating recognizable and branded graphics, and providing
consistent updates to keep the public informed. This
concerted approach has helped establish a strong, working
relationship among the cities, encouraging cooperative
messaging and mutual aid.

Round Rock
(Public Safety)
The City of Round Rock’s Back
to School Celebration is an
annual, free event hosted by
the Round Rock Police Department which provides school
supplies, sports physicals, and fun for families. By teaming
up with the Round Rock Independent School District, the
City has created an event that serves all Round Rock youth
regardless of socioeconomic status. The Back to School
Celebration has helped the City target at-risk youth and
improve relationships between the police department and
community. A record 13,000 attended the event in 2019, and
thanks to volunteers, donations, and sponsors, the City was
able to keep expenses low.

Tyler (Public Works)
Three years ago, the City of Tyler
began work to create a new
opportunity for the community by
transforming Hillside Park into a
city-wide and regional attraction.
The Keep Tyler Beautiful Board and
private donors raised $70,000. An
additional $280,000 was added from the half-cent sales tax
fund to ensure the project was completed. Once plagued
with graffiti, Hillside Park now features an art wall illustrating
the stories of local artistic citizens. The park also features
the largest concrete slide in Texas and the second largest
in the country. The revitalized park is enjoyed by residents
and attracts visitors from throughout the State. H
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2021 TML Municipal Excellence Awards Program
The 2021 Texas Municipal League Municipal Excellence Awards recognize and encourage the achievements of Texas
cities in meeting the challenges of municipal government. Innovative problem-solving, excellence in management,
increasing citizen participation, and reaching toward higher service levels are all daily occurrences in Texas cities, and
they deserve recognition.
The TML Municipal Excellence Awards program seeks out the best of these programs to honor. It is through the
recognition of the best of the best that all Texas cities share and learn from these achievements.

CATEGORY #1: POPULATION

QUALIFICATIONS

The competition is divided into two population
categories to allow cities to compete with other cities
of comparable size. The population categories are:
cities under 25,000 and cities over 25,000.

The awards program is open to all Texas Municipal
League member cities. Each city can submit one
award application in each subject category, for a total
of five applications.

CATEGORY #2: SUBJECT

APPLICATION DEADLINE

Within each of the two population categories, there are
five subject categories:

Friday, June 4, 2021

WINNER RECOGNITION

city spirit
◘ communication programs
◘ management innovations
◘ public safety
◘ public works
◘

The winners will be featured in a future issue of
Texas Town & City magazine. In addition, the winners
will be recognized at the TML Annual Conference to be
held on October 6-8, 2021, in Houston.

LEARN MORE ABOUT THE TML MUNICIPAL
EXCELLENCE AWARDS PROGRAM AND APPLY ONLINE
www.tml.org/210/Municipal-Excellence-Awards
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IN MELISSA,
THERE’S A NEW
WAY TO WORK
By Celso Martinez, President, Municipal Voice

Left to right, Leslie Hutcherson, Senior Analyst with Humanex, Gail Dansby, Finance Director for the City of Melissa, and Dyana Brym Wolkenhauer, Humanex
Community and Organizational Development Leader, discuss the results of quarterly employee performance evaluations for Finance personnel.

There is generally universal agreement that there have been
profound changes to how we work. The COVID-19 pandemic
has altered the workspace in ways large and small.
Repurposing a space at home and converting it to a functional
office; holding conferences with colleagues by phone;
connecting with co-workers through online platforms; and
going to the “office” in exceedingly casual wear are some of
the ways the working environment has changed. To say that
in 2020 we’ve found new and different ways to work is an
understatement.
Significantly, though, the workplace changes brought about
by the pandemic have been involuntary and unintentional.
No one predicted them, and certainly no one made any plans
for them. No one decided that changes were necessary, and
especially not on the level we’ve seen. By every measure,
the workplace changes brought on by the pandemic have
been afterthoughts, workarounds, and by the seat-of-thepants, make-it-up-as-you-go-along alterations.
Needless to say, that’s not the best way to effectuate
changes in the workplace.
The best way, of course, is to carefully craft a strategic
scenario for workplace change that addresses issues that
may be obstacles to efficiency, develop a systemized
approach to achieve measurable results from the ubiquitous
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performance evaluations, and create an employee accession
program that actually looks at potential employees from a
wide variety of metrics that far surpass skill in one specific
area.
The City of Melissa did precisely that.
For employees of the City of Melissa, the recent changes
related to the pandemic are important and alter the daily
routine, but they are not the changes that carry the most
weight or have the highest impact on their workplace lives.
In a partnership with Humanex Ventures, a human resources
consultancy, the City began to forge a new way of employee
empowerment several years ago.
Melissa City Manager Jason Little says the journey of
transformation for the City’s workforce was essential
because of the City of Melissa’s overriding philosophy of
maintaining a lean and agile organization, and selecting
people who are capable of and eager to expand beyond the
parameters of their specific job description.
“Our overall emphasis is on creating a team of talented
individuals who have the capacity, the capability, and the
aspiration to extend past their primary job,” he said. “Once on
board, our commitment is to provide them with the proper
motivation, the appropriate out-of-the-box challenges, and
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the suitable reward structure that gives them
the space within which to excel, not just
within the confines of their daily job, but in
the overall mission of the organization.”

three-fold approach to getting the most of the City of Melissa workforce.
The three pillars include a constant review of the cultural environment,
quarterly scheduled performance reviews, and a refined method of finding
and selecting new employees.

The mission, of course, prominently includes
the delivery of the full array of city services
that residents in a growing and developing
community require and deserve, all without
creating the usual layering of a crowded and
top-heavy organizational chart.

“All three of these components are based on a solid foundation of
communication,” she said. “We take the cultural temperature of the
organization through what we might call the next generation of the
employee satisfaction survey. The detailed information we get on the
survey is extremely revealing and incredibly useful as we see where our
strengths are, and where we need to pay attention.”

A 2018 review comparing the number
of fulltime staffing positions per 1,000
population among 14 of the North Texas
area’s cities and towns reveals that Melissa’s
employee to population rate is the lowest at
3.32 positions per 1,000 population.

In a similar commitment to a highly communicative process, the firm
assists the Melissa managers and supervisors with preparing for and
executing quarterly performance reviews, eschewing the far less effective
annual evaluations.

In fact, the median rate among the cities and
towns, not including Melissa, is 7.24 positions
per 1,000 population. Astoundingly, that’s
almost four staff positions more than Melissa.
Figures for 2020 in this metric may prove to
be even more remarkable, given that the
entire North Texas area has been a magnet
for families and individuals, and many
cities have responded by staffing up for the
additional work.
Administering and responding to the
multitude of service requirements from
the incoming onslaught of builders,
developers, speculators, and the trailing
residents and commercial concerns all while
exercising some restraint in hiring requires
an organizational development plan that
specifically supports that strategy.
“It’s all well and good that we are meeting the
needs of our residents and businesses while
holding the line on staffing,” said Little. “But
a large part of the success of that model is
in how to best utilize our human capital, and
that includes a level of communication that
is honest and open, but also remarkable
in its reciprocity. The back-and-forth of
communicating with employees includes a
strong dose of listening.”
Human Resources Director Mitzi McCabe is a
strong proponent of the Humanex process, a

Little says the switch to four reviews a year versus one has been eyeopening for both the rater and ratee. “Changes that are warranted are
identified in time to make a difference, and progress can be seen within
a few months of the last evaluative conversation. Any corrections can
be immediately implemented,” he said. “The result is a more productive
employee with little of the apprehension that usually accompanies the
annual evaluation.”

Messaging is important.
Now, more than ever
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At the same time, the process allows for the ratees to
share their impressions on the effectiveness of their rater,
essentially opening a two-way exchange that benefits both
parties and, by extension, benefits the larger organization.
A secondary benefit of the quarterly reviews is just as
noteworthy. Supervisors and managers begin to identify
those employees who have the potential for progression
in the organization earlier and can begin the process of
preparing them for the next step in their career path.
McCabe adds that these quarterly sessions also uncap
the discovery of employees who have the potential to add
diverse discussion points of view to interdepartmental
working groups, a tactic that the City of Melissa frequently
uses.
“Because we have a limited number on staff, we will often
put together ad-hoc groups to review issues that blanket the
City as a whole, often crossing departmental boundaries,”
she said. “Knowing who is available, both physically
and mentally, and tapping them for service on a special
committee can make a profound difference in the outcome.”
Example of that abound, as Melissa has successfully turned
to that technique in dealing with issues as mundane as
residential water leak detection and repair to replacing a
third-party utility bill collection service to the more sensitive
reputational defense.
That agility and flexibility inherent in the employee
population is the nexus of the third pillar.
Leslie Hutcherson, a Humanex consultant who handles
the City of Melissa partnership, says that while all three are
critically important parts of how the process functions, the
talent acquisition piece is the most revealing.
“When we partner with McCabe and the management staff
on recruiting for openings, we dig deeper and conduct
reviews that go far beyond the expected,” she said. “To
some candidates, I’m sure, it might not make much sense,
as we delve deeper into a person’s fit or suitability for the
organization than on the specific skill required for the job
they’re seeking. Finding that sweet spot where how a person
relates to the culture and how they can be successful is our
focus.”
The deeper dive into how potential employees fit into
the unique Melissa atmosphere by utilizing an expanded
and revamped selection process provides a far more
comprehensive picture of how a job candidate will
fare.
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Reading resumes and comparing candidates on paper, then
subjecting some of these potential employees to interviews
with current employees, in essence their potential peers,
has generally been the extent of the employee hiring
process before implementing the non-traditional candidate
selection process. The difference has been, according to
McCabe, like night and day.
“Going from solely relying on resumes and interview
questions related specifically to the job description to
where we are today can be like going from a rotary phone
to a smart phone,” said McCabe. “Making calls on a rotary
phone is easy and trouble-free, but with a smart phone,
you have the entire power of the internet right in your hand.
That’s what this feels like.”
While the old way was fine for identifying the person who
was most proficient in one specific, tightly-defined job, the
new approach has allowed Melissa to bring on people with
talent that outpaces the job description in ways that are not
immediately evident.
That’s a critical point in more than one way, says Little.
“Turnover is expensive.. It costs us money, of course, but on
a deeper level, we invest time, energy, resources, and other
intangibles in our employees. We want to find those people
who can do the job they’re hired for, of course, but we also
want to have people who are committed to our vision, selfmotivated to take that extra step, interested enough in the
overall mission that they not only contribute to our forward
motion, but help set the pace.”
The new selection method, says Hutcherson, is more
like a discerning conversation one might have with a
potential suitor than a straightforward job interview. “We
ask candidates to tell us how they might react in certain
situations and under specific conditions,” she said. “Their
responses, whether they know it or not, often reveal their
true character. These are questions for which a person can’t
prepare a stock answer. What emerges comes from deep
within their inner selves, revealing their true, unvarnished
nature.”
Those revelations are then factored into the selection
process. It’s not unusual or even unexpected that the
person with the highest skill in the specific job being filled
might not be chosen over someone with less experience,
or even no experience for the position. When factors that
are unrelated to the position, but revelatory about the
individual come into play, the selection decision becomes
clearer.
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The effectiveness of this process is critical to the City. “To
be effective as a lean organization, we need to take full
advantage of the competence and efficiency of the people
we bring in. We can only be successful by finding and hiring
people who are keenly aware of and fully committed to their
own individual success and also that of the organization,”
Little said.

measuring their satisfaction and effectiveness, and sharing
the impact they’re having on the organization. Taking that
process and essentially looking at each of us through that
same lens makes us better.”
The City recently received the results of their latest review
from the firm. On a matrix measuring employee satisfaction
on one axis and employee engagement on another, the
percentage of employee in the high satisfaction/high
engagement result box, what Little calls “the dream box,”
went from the initial 55 percent to 73 percent.

McCabe says elements of the more thorough selection
process is now becoming ingrained in peer interviews that
candidates undergo, giving the process a freshness and
openness that employees who participate in the interviews
see as highly beneficial. The unqualified success of the
selection process bred an idea that few employers, if any,
have thought of, much less implemented – retroactive
interviews of those existing employees whose hiring
predated the new method, and who exhibited hints of noncompatibility.

Most agree that several factors led to the precipitous rise,
but as for the positive intervention of the new processes,
everyone agrees.

The results of the retrospective look were predictable. A few
ill-fitting employees left by mutual agreement.

A lean organization, according to Little, is only as good as its
component parts. When the right pieces are in place, when
the right processes are in place, when the right attitudes
are in place, that’s when the organization functions at its
best, and at its most efficient.

McCabe says, “Each of the three pillars working in concert
have given us new insights on how we can improve the basic
HR functions of bringing the right people aboard, accurately

The pandemic may have changed how we work, but in the
City of Melissa, the way to a more effective workplace is
already in place, far predating the chaos of the pandemic. H
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MANAGING MUNICIPAL
DEBT OBLIGATIONS IN
THE TIME OF COVID-19
By Leah Szarek, Interim Chief External Relations Officer, Municipal Securities Rulemaking Board

Plunging tax revenues, strained healthcare systems, painful
budget cuts – Texas cities are not alone in facing these
challenges brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. While
states and communities across the country primarily look
to Washington, D.C. for legislative and monetary policy
solutions, there is another D.C.-based organization to
know: The Municipal Securities Rulemaking Board (MSRB)
serves as a resource for municipalities in disclosing current
information about their financial and operating status to
investors and the public.
Turn to the MSRB for help seeing how other cities are
describing the financial impact of the pandemic in their
public filings. The MSRB also provides resources to help
local officials appropriately categorize their filings to make
them easier for investors and the public to find. When
thinking about bringing new municipal bonds to market in
these uncertain times, the MSRB’s freely available market
data can be an important resource for municipalities and
their financial professionals to see how the market is
trending.
How Are Cities Disclosing the Known – and Unknown –
Effects of the Pandemic?
City officials responsible for budgeting, debt management
and financial disclosures may know the MSRB best as
the operator of the Electronic Municipal Market Access
(EMMA®) website. The EMMA website is the centralized,
national repository where states and municipalities file
information about their financial and operating condition and
events that may affect bondholders. Investors rely on these
disclosures to make informed decisions about the bonds in
their portfolios and bonds they may be considering buying.
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For cities, disclosures from other states and communities
can provide a helpful model for disclosure, especially when
it comes to a novel situation like a global pandemic.
To help both investors and issuers more quickly and easily
get to this information, the MSRB’s data team leverages
the power of cloud computing to comb through more
than 130,000 – and counting – disclosure documents
submitted to the EMMA system since January 2020. The
MSRB identifies and aggregates the disclosures that
reference COVID-19 and related keywords. The latest
report of COVID-related disclosures, updated regularly
and sortable by state, is available on the MSRB’s
dedicated COVID-19 webpage at http://www.msrb.
org/News-and-Events/COVID-19-Information.aspx.
Many cities are using this report to see how their peers
are handling the tough task of disclosing the effects of the
pandemic and the uncertainties around future revenue and
expenses.
It is important to note that the MSRB does not regulate
municipalities or set the standards for disclosure. Instead,
the MSRB provides the EMMA platform to enable cities to
quickly and efficiently meet their disclosure obligations.
The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) plays an
important role in the regulatory framework for disclosure.
Recent SEC guidance related to the pandemic encourages
municipalities and all bond issuers to provide investors
with as much information about their current and operating
condition as is reasonably practicable, and even forwardlooking information when possible, accompanied by
appropriate cautionary language. The SEC has said they
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would not expect to second guess
such “good faith attempts to provide
appropriately framed current and/or
forward-looking information.”
Ready to File a Disclosure to EMMA, but
Need Help?
The MSRB provides a free library of video
tutorials, manuals, and resources to assist
city officials throughout the process of
submitting a disclosure filing to the EMMA
website. Among the most frequently
asked questions about making a COVID19-related disclosure relates to choosing
a category to index the disclosure in the
EMMA system. Categories function as
labels and search filters on the EMMA
website. Submitting disclosures with the
applicable categories enables EMMA
users to locate disclosures more easily.
The MSRB provides educational
resources that help explain the various
categories available when making
a financial or operating disclosure or
an event disclosure on EMMA. To help
investors understand the topic of the
disclosure at a glance, city officials may
wish to consider choosing one or more
descriptive categories and providing
descriptive text in the “Description” field
when making their filings to EMMA.
Thinking About Issuing Municipal
Bonds?
In addition to providing free public
access to state and local disclosures,
EMMA also offers data about trading in
municipal securities and broader market
data, including key yield curves and
indices. The EMMA website has played
an important role in helping municipal
market participants understand the
immediate impact of the pandemic.
In March 2020, as it became increasingly
apparent that states and communities
would have to go on lockdown to
prevent the spread of COVID-19, volatility

in the municipal bond market soared to
heights not seen even during the Great
Recession. Even though the market has
normalized, the market data and tools
available on the EMMA website and in
MSRB data reports can be important
resources for cities considering a new
bond issuance.
The MSRB began releasing daily market
activity reports for the public and offered
data and expertise to fellow regulators
and policymakers to inform their approach
to emergency relief for the market. With
little new issuance coming to market
and liquidity needs rising, the MSRB
loaned one of its leading staff experts to
the Federal Reserve Bank of New York
to help structure and operationalize its
new Municipal Liquidity Facility (MLF).
The MSRB also took the step of waiving
any MSRB fees that would apply to MLF
transactions to further support market
liquidity.
Aiding in the Recovery
As Texas cities wrestle with the fiscal
challenges of the pandemic, the MSRB
and its EMMA website can serve as
an important resource to local officials,
their bondholders, and policymakers.
Cities that issue bonds can use EMMA
and the MSRB’s disclosure summary to
review the COVID-related disclosures
of other states and municipalities to
understand how they are managing the
crisis and disclosing that information to
the investing public. Local officials can
reach out to the MSRB with questions
when making their own filings and refer
to EMMA for real-time market data to
inform their debt management decisions.
At the same time, the freely available
market data and expertise from the
MSRB continues to inform federal public
policy on relief measures to help state
and local governments recover from this
crisis.. H

TEXAS TOWN & CITY •

39

• DECEMBER 2020

Lone Star Gas Co., photograph, 1910~; (https://texashistory.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metapth16466/m1/1/:
accessed October 21, 2020), University of North Texas Libraries, The Portal to Texas History,
https://texashistory.unt.edu; crediting Clay County Historical Society.

A CENTURY
OF SAVINGS:
THE HISTORIC
ROLE OF TEXAS CITIES
IN PUBLIC SERVICE
REGULATION
By R.A. Dyer, Energy Policy Analyst,
Lloyd Gosselink Rochelle & Townsend, P.C.
Lone Star Gas Co., photograph, 1910~;
(https://texashistory.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metapth16466/m1/1/: accessed
October 21, 2020), University of North Texas Libraries, The Portal to Texas
History, https://texashistory.unt.edu; crediting Clay County Historical Society

A century. When it comes to fighting for their citizens in utility rate matters, that’s how long Texas cities have
been at it — for 100 years.
It was in response to concerns raised by cities in 1920 that the Texas Legislature first drafted legislation to
improve gas utility safety, services and keep a lid on rates. Cities over the years also have defended their
citizens in electric utility cases and have defended their interests in multi-billion-dollar utility mergers. And
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cities advocated on behalf of their citizens in
1999 when the Texas Legislature deregulated
the retail electric market.
In commemoration of this first century of
service, we look back here at the history of city
rate regulation — touching upon a few high
points, explaining how the process works, and
why city involvement in utility regulation saves
money for Texas ratepayers.

Why Rate Regulation?

the largest coalitions are the Atmos Cities Steering Committee, a group
of 178 coordinating cities active in gas utility rate issues at the Texas
Railroad Commission; and the Steering Committee of Cities Served by
Oncor, a group of 162 cities active in electric rate cases at the Public
Utility Commission. The technical experts employed by cities and city
coalitions have worked hard over the decades to save Texans money
and protect their interests in a highly technical aspect of jurisprudence.

The History
The Lone Star State’s dual regulatory system — that is, a system whereby
cities share regulatory authority with the state — began June 12, 1920

But before we begin, let’s address two
interlocking questions. First: why rate
regulation? And second: why cities?
The short answer to the first question is simply
this: rate regulation serves as a substitute
for free market competition. Electric and
gas utilities operate as monopolies. This
means that if left unchecked, they’re sure to
charge unreasonably high prices and deliver
inconsistent service. But the public absolutely
depends on safe electric and gas utilities. This
combination of factors — the monopoly status
of utilities and the indispensable nature of utility
service — makes rate regulation essential. In
the absence of free-market competition (which
is impractical or impossible for infrastructureheavy public utilities), it falls upon rate
regulators to protect customer interests.
But why cities? The answer to this second
question relates to the first. When utilities
deliver uneven service or overcharge, local
citizens feel the pain directly. They then
rightfully call upon their local leaders to make
it right. The involvement of city governments
in local rate matters ensures that Texans
maintain a strong voice in local utility matters.
Public utilities also require city rights of way
and city cooperation (in the form of franchise
agreements) to operate within city limits.
But the question why cities also relates to Texas
history. As we explore in more detail below,
cities and city groups have represented their
citizens in utility rate issues for years. Two of
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with the adoption of the “Cox Gas Bill.” Under it, municipal
governments would retain authority over gas rates charged
within city limits while the Texas Railroad Commission
received jurisdictional authority over gas rates within
unincorporated areas. The Cox Act further stipulates that
the Railroad Commission becomes involved in rate setting
within city boundaries when a utility appeals a municipal
rate ordinance in a timely fashion, or, alternatively, when a
city chooses not to exercise its original jurisdiction authority.
It was concerns expressed by cities that specifically
prompted the adoption of the Cox Act. After a series of gas
shortages during the winters of 1919 and 1920 — and in the
wake of demands from Lone Star Gas for higher rates — an
exasperated Dallas Mayor Frank Wozencraft declared that
no other issue was more important to the welfare of his
community than gas utility rate regulation. Proposed hikes
from the Houston Gas Fuel Company also fueled public
outcry. In response, Governor W. P. Hobby called a special
session devoted exclusively to regulatory legislation and
the result was the Cox Act, named after Abilene lawmaker
Ben L. Cox.
Although the Cox Act applies only to gas utility regulation,
lawmakers followed its example when they created a
similar regulatory paradigm for other utilities. House Bill
819, adopted in 1975, brought into existence both the Texas
Public Utility Commission and the Public Utility Regulatory
Act under which the Commission operates. As with the
Cox Act, H.B. 819 established a dual system whereby cities
and the state share regulatory authority. That is, under H.B.
819, the state exercises original jurisdiction authority over
electric utilities operating within unincorporated areas, and
appellate jurisdiction over those utilities operating inside
cities. Cities retain original jurisdiction authority within city
limits.
H.B. 819 also gave the Public Utility Commission of Texas
(PUC) authority over intrastate telephone rates and service,
and it was partially in response to a much-publicized
telephone company scandal during the 1970’s that
prompted lawmakers to draft the legislation in the first
place. Over the years, however, the PUC’s involvement in
telecommunication issues has diminished as that sector has
become increasingly deregulated.
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Customer Benefits
The continued involvement of city experts in gas and electric
utility matters benefits ratepayers. Cities have helped limit
the size of rate hikes, helped limit massive payouts to
utilities during the transition to retail electric deregulation,
and helped deliver other extremely important customer
protections. Let’s look at a few examples.

Limiting Rate Hikes
The Atmos Cities Steering Committee (ACSC) recently
examined the outcomes of several major rate requests
by the state’s two largest utilities. The utilities eventually
settled or fully litigated each case, and in each case cities
intervened to defend their citizens’ interests. The ACSC
examined both the size of the utilities’ original rate requests
and the final outcomes. The ACSC found that in each case,
the Railroad Commission reduced the size of the utility’s
initially proposed rate hike after cities became involved.
The analysis included seven major cases, beginning, in 2012.
The ACSC found that in six of them, the utility received a rate
hike — but the hikes were smaller than the utility originally
requested. The reductions ranged from 25 to 47 percent. In
one case, the utility sought a $490,000 rate hike, but after
the involvement of city experts it received a $3 million
reduction.
Now, compare those outcomes to rate-setting proceedings
without cities. The Gas Reliability Infrastructure Program
(GRIP), for instance, is an interim rate-setting process under
which utilities seek quick rate adjustments but without
any contemporaneous city intervention. In GRIP cases, the
gas utility typically receives the entirety of its interim rate
request.
An analysis of electric rate cases at the PUC reveals a similar
pattern — albeit a much more dramatic one. Whereas the
ACSC analysis found tens of millions of dollars in avoidedcost annual savings, a parallel review by the Steering
Committee of Cities Served by Oncor found hundreds of
millions of dollars in cumulative avoided cost savings in
electric cases with city involvement.
In both gas and electric utility cases, the cost of expert
representation by cities is born in rates. However, the ACSC
and OCSC analyses document avoided costs savings that
far exceed city rate case expenses. For instance, an OCSC
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analysis of four major electric utility cases found that the
avoided cost savings in those combined cases exceeded
the cities’ legal and regulatory expenses by a factor of 200
to 1. But even that dramatic figure understates the value of
city involvement. That’s because city rate case expenditures
end at the conclusion of each case, while annual avoidedcost savings repeat each year the adopted rate remains in
effect.
Limited Stranded Costs – Cities also helped to protect
consumer interests when it came to “stranded costs” awards.
These refer to those massive payouts that went to electric
companies as a result of the 1999 retail electric deregulation
law. Stranded costs represent the lost value of big-ticket
generation assets that utilities say they suffered because
of deregulation. Cities and other interveners successfully
argued to limit those costs by millions of dollars, and that,
in turn, led to corresponding avoided-cost savings for
ratepayers.
One stranded cost case in particular merits our special
attention. Under a 2001 agreement between Dallas-based
TXU Energy and our coalition of OCSC cities and other
market participants, the value of that company’s stranded
costs were set to zero. That is, under the terms of a deal with
cities and other interveners, TXU Energy agreed to surrender
potentially billions of dollars in stranded cost awards that
eventually would have been paid by consumers. The
company also agreed to surrender claims on about $350
million in fuel-related charges.

These covenants, known as a “ring fence,” were intended to
protect Oncor’s captive ratepayers should the debt-heavy
EFH ever become financially distressed. And this is precisely
what happened — in 2014, after its debt became too much
to bear, EFH declared bankruptcy. The ring fence, however,
held firm. “Throughout EFH’s travails, the Oncor Ring Fence
has been successful in protecting Oncor’s financial integrity
and its ratepayers,” wrote then PUC Commissioner Ken
Anderson in 2015.

Looking Forward
And cities, today, continue plowing ahead — negotiating
with utilities, working with regulators, and defending the
interests of their citizen-ratepayers before the courts. Over
the years, municipal governments and city coalitions have
been among the state’s most effective advocates for fair
rates and safe utility service, be it for electricity or natural
gas.
Here’s to another 100 years.. H
				

In exchange, cities and other interveners agreed to lift
objections to a bond financing technique that would
allow TXU Energy to receive up-front payment for certain
ratepayer obligations. “I cannot think of a single case in
Texas regulatory history that has been as comprehensive,”
TXU Energy spokesman Christopher Schein said at the time.
The Oncor Ring Fence – Cities also stepped in to protect
their citizens during the sale of TXU Energy in 2007 to Energy
Future Holdings (EFH). As part of that transaction, EFH
acquired the Oncor electric transmission and distribution
utility that operates around Dallas, Fort Worth, and other
parts of Texas. The $40 billion TXU Energy transaction then
was the largest leveraged buyout in U.S. history.
In proceedings at the PUC, cities and others insisted that
as a condition of the transaction that EFH maintain a suite
of financial, regulatory, and legal covenants around Oncor.
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CAREER H BUILDER

ACCEPTING A
PROFESSIONAL
COMPLIMENT
By Diane Gottsman, National Etiquette Expert
The Protocol School of Texas

As amazing as it feels to be recognized for a professional
achievement, many people feel uncomfortable during their
moment in the spotlight.
We often believe that the only polite response to a public
congratulatory statement, or even a private compliment, is
denial, or at a minimum, downplaying a success. Accepting
professional praise doesn’t have to be awkward. Here are
some tips for receiving an honor with grace and humility.

Keep It Simple
The proper response to any compliment is a simple “thank
you.” Rather than a verbal rebuke (“It was really nothing…” or,
“No, it was nothing, stop!”), respond with sincere gratitude
for the kind words of praise. Don’t deny the compliment,
argue its legitimacy, or insult the other person by implying
you don’t deserve the credit. Just as it would be bad
etiquette to refuse a handshake, it’s also impolite to dismiss
the other person’s observation.
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Show Your Gratitude
An appropriate response can include any genuine display
of gratitude, whether it’s extending your arms for a friendly
hug (under the right circumstances), remarking how much
the compliment means to you, or a confident handshake
expressing sincerity and respect.

Swap Denials for Modest Comments
In reality, it’s sometimes hard to just say “thank you” and
leave it at that. If you feel like you need to say more, you
can add in some neutral statements that honor your desire
to not appear arrogant yet don’t contradict the compliment.
Follow “thank you” with phrases such as, “I really enjoyed
working on this project” or, “It was challenging, but it all
came together.”

Share the Spotlight
It’s never appropriate to hog all the credit. If you led
a team effort, by all means, accept the accolade and don’t

44

• DECEMBER 2020

downplay your role. But if it was truly a group effort, be sure
to also acknowledge the contributions of your team. If your
recognition comes in the form of a public ceremony, brush
up on a few more tips to commemorate the moment with
poise.

Get Ready for Your Photo Opp
When being photographed while receiving an award, be
mindful that the photographer has a job to do. Pause and
wait for the picture to be taken before jumping out of
the frame of the camera lens. This is key to avoiding your
backside or an out-of-focus picture on your city’s Facebook
page.

Smile
You may feel ill at ease in front of a large group of people
when someone is acknowledging you with a compliment,
but don’t shy away from making direct eye contact with
the person speaking, giving them an authentic smile, and
quietly mouthing a word of thanks.

Motion to the Team
Physically reach our your hands towards those in the
audience who helped you achieve your success, signaling
with your body language that you are including them in your
accolades, mouthing “thank you” as you make eye contact.
When possible, acknowledge their joint efforts in words.

Shake Hands Like a Star
If you are thanked or congratulated on a stage, extend your
left hand to accept the gift or award while reaching out with
your right hand to shake hands with the presenter.

Diane Gottsman is a national etiquette expert, author of
Modern Etiquette for a Better Life, and founder of The
Protocol School of Texas. This article originally appeared
on Huffington Post. H

Phone: 866.388.1365 Website: www.heartlandplay.com Email: info@heartlandplay.com

MERRY CHRISTMAS!!
Follow Our Latest Updates:
/HeartlandParkandRecreationLLC
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INSTAGRAM HIGHLIGHTS CELEBRATING CITIES
@visitmarshall
How did you spend your weekend in #etx? We think
this crew had the right idea!
Photo credit: @kadams605

#MyTexasCity
#CitiesProvide

@tml_texas

@visitcctexas
What’s your favorite square on “Loteria Corpus Christi”? Did
you know that this colorful mural was painted by 50 different
artists!? Check it out on your next stroll through Downtown!
Photo credit: @ccbucketlist

@sugarlandparks
A lovely day to explore the woods 👣👣👣 👣👣👣
👣👣👣Photo credit:  @jordangarza45
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For over 100 years,
our culture has
been one of
inclusion, inspiration
and innovation.
Our contributions to
diverse educational
organizations
advance our
Partners, Customers
and Communities.

®

For more information on diversity at H-E-B, visit

www.heb.com
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The 87th Texas Legislature
Keep Your Finger on the Pulse!
HTTPS://TMLLEGISLATIVESERIES.ORG
Legislative Preview Webinar: What to Expect This Session
Thursday, January 14 – 10:30-11:30 a.m.
Legislative Status Report Webinar #1: Keep Your Finger on
the Pulse
Thursday, March 11 – 10:30-11:30 a.m.
Legislative Status Report Webinar #2: Be Heard at the Capitol
Thursday, April 8 – 10:30-11:30 a.m.
The 87th session of the Texas Legislature begins in January.
This may be the most important legislative session in recent
history for Texas cities. Help your city plan an active and
consistent role in the League’s efforts by participating in the
20 21 Le g i s l at i ve S er i e s We b i n a r s a n d
Wo r k s h o p.
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Legislative Status Report Webinar #3: What to Expect in
the Final Days
Thursday, May 6 – 10:30-11:30 a.m.
Legislative Wrap-Up: An Insider’s Perspective
Monday, June 21 – Workshop (Hilton Austin)
• DECEMBER 2020

