PERSONNEL, PLANS & POLICY COMMITTEE MINUTES

January 11, 2012
Convened:
9:00 AM
Present:
Commissioner Houtz, Commissioner Hubbard, and Commissioner Vrablic
Also Present:
Commissioner Swift, Clerk Teresa Kubasiak, Treasurer Sandy Thatcher, Sheriff Warren Canon, Equalization Department -- Liz Pulley Equalization, Jody Connell, Mary Herendeen, Nancy Hutchins Register of Deeds, Local Assessors – Sue Miller, Melissa Lane, and Laurie Ludlow, and Administrator Bud Norman
Committee approved the agenda.

ITEMS FOR ACTION

Part Time Aide Position – Commission on Aging
Amy Duff, Commission on Aging Director, asked to fill a vacant Part Time Aide position.  This is for a starting wage of $9.49 per hour for 20-24 hours per week and care for up to 12 seniors.  Committee recommends:

Motion by               and seconded by              to authorize the hire a replacement for a vacant Part Time Aide, hire rate of $9.49 per hour, Commission on Aging to be effective immediately.

Juvenile Court Attorney Appointment Agreement
The 2012 – 2013 Juvenile Court Attorney Appointment Agreement was presented for approval.  The Agreement is with Stevens and Hayes for a two year period at $72,000.00 each year.  This is the same annual rate as the previous agreement contract and since the year 2007.  The bid submitted by Stevens and Hayes was the only bid submitted.  Committee Recommends:

Motion by               and seconded by              to approve the Juvenile Court Attorney Appointment Agreement for the period January 1, 2012 through December 31, 2013 for an annual rate of $72,000.00.
ITEMS FOR INFORMATION
Local Assessors – Concerns with the Equalization Department
Local Assessor, Sue Miller, addressed the Committee concerning issues they have with the Equalization Department.  She provided a handout that contained the issues and concerns.  The Assessors are presenting this information in the hope of attaining a solution and to rectify the problem areas.  They would like the Committee to take this information under consideration.  Assessor Erica Ewers was not able to attend and other local Assessors were invited to attend, but did not attend the meeting.
The main concerns highlighted were:

· Lateness in providing sales/appraisal studies to the townships and cities

· Accuracy of work distributed; lack of reviewing, double-checking work before distributing

· Lack of communication between staff members

· Lack of communication with assessors-seems the norm is e-mail

Commissioner Houtz asked where they are seeing the lack of communication with staff.  Mrs. Miller responded they are not receiving information back from the office and in particular with the residential sales studies.  Commissioner Houtz asked if the housing sales are down.  Mrs. Miller said yes.  He asked if the issues presented are new to the Department this year.  Mrs. Miller said they have experienced the same issue for a number of years and brought their issues previously with changes that were made, but not to their satisfaction and now presenting the information to the Committee.  Mrs. Miller said they would like the Committee to review and digest the information and they are willing to come back to a future meeting.

Administrator Norman asked if part of the issue with communication is an inability of the Assessors to have one-on-one discussions with the Equalization Department.  Mrs. Miller gave an example of being in the Equalization Department and asking for information from the sales study and the employee who was helping went back and forth to the Equalization Director three times before the Equalization Director came out to the front desk to help answer the question.  It took 10 minutes to get the information.  Administrator Norman asked if all assessors have e-mail capabilities.  Mrs. Miller said she is unable to speak on behalf of all of the local assessors but she believes they do.  Administrator Norman asked about the lack of communication between staff that they are referring to?  Is this referring to communication between the staff members in the office or between the Equalization Office and the assessors?  Mrs. Miller said both.
Local assessor, Melissa Lane (representing Noble and Gilead Townships), said there is one individual in the Equalization Department who works with the assessors but then has repercussions with the other employees in the office.  They asked questions about the agriculture and residential appraisals and the questions were never answered.  Adjustments were made after they challenged the appraisals and because they challenge the appraisals they are considered to be uncooperative.  When I call with questions I am told you need to talk to this person and I’ll have someone check into it and I feel the Department should be able to answer the questions.
Commissioner Houtz asked when the report is due to the State of Michigan.  The report is due to the State by January 3rd and is sent without the assessors having an opportunity to review the information.  Has the State ever audited our local assessors or the Equalization Department?  Ms. Lane responded that they have and some townships have been required to complete a review with different assessors taking over the work in the townships and review by the State.  There is a 14 point review that requires a complete review of all property by physically going to each property and doing an assessment.  Commissioner Houtz asked how it happens that a township is taken over by the State.  It is the Township’s Board responsibility to see the work is being performed and the State Tax Commission may decide what direction the Township needed to go.  Commissioner Houtz asked how common it is to have this situation.  There have been two townships this has occurred with in Branch County in the past three years.  
Commissioner Vrablic clarified the 14 point review is mandated by the State.  Mrs. Miller responded this is correct.  Also, if the township fails then the assessors are required to go parcel-by-parcel to review.  Yes—correct.  Mrs. Miller clarified the different townships that have been through complete reappraisals and there remain two townships to complete.  The biggest issue is inaccurate property record cards and keeping them up-to-date.  

Commissioner Swift said he understood part of the issue to be that some records were not kept on a computer base.  Mrs. Miller said the problem was that the record cards were not up-to-date and there were a number of inaccuracies found.

Commissioner Vrablic asked whose responsibility it is to keep the record cards updated.  Mrs. Miller said it is the assessor’s job.  

Administrator Norman asked what department at the State oversees the assessment information.  The State Tax Commission.

Equalization Director Liz Pulley asked to respond to some of the comments made.  She appreciates the concerns the Assessors have.  The Equalization Department has been discussing how they can better meet timelines.  She was hoping the assessors would bring up the fact they have remain short-staffed.  The use of e-mails is easier than playing phone tag.  Mrs. Pulley takes exception when the assessors say the department is feeling challenged.  This issue of uncooperativeness or someone being told they are uncooperative is unfounded.  We are all human and make errors.  When the errors are brought to our attention they are addressed and fixed.  The issue about staff members not knowing what studies we will do, whether residential or ag, is accurate.  There is a new deadline of September 30th and we do not know until then what studies the will need to conduct.  This has been the same for the last three or four years.  

With regard to repercussions, no one in the department has come to me and said there are issues and I have never had anyone approach me with questions.  Mrs. Pulley said they do apologize for the lateness of the report but they are short-staffed and see that they need more help with appraisals so that will require more staff and there will be days when no one will be in the office.  There has never been any communication or time when we said you cannot come in and sit down and discuss appraisals.  

Commissioner Houtz said the main focus here is the perception of our customers.  We can only change by our interactions and we need to change so we are addressing the perceptions.

Commissioner Vrablic asked if there is any particular technology that will assist with the field appraisals when there is one person (digital) that can improve timeliness and accuracy.  Liz Pulley responded they do take advantage of pictometrey that is available through GIS.  Mrs. Miller said there are no digital tools they are aware of but the personal contact is necessary to properly gather the information needed.

Building Inspection Department Update

The fund balance through December 31, 2011 is $18,968.61.  The balance last month was $22,851.15.  The Building Department Director position is vacant and there will be some savings but we have contracted for inspection and plan reviews and the contract employee is paid per inspection and plan review.  
Commissioner Houtz asked how the meetings that Administrator Norman has conducted with the Building Inspection Department have gone.  Administrator Norman said they are keeping the two inspectors at 24 hours.  The first week in January was a good week.  They have not experienced any specific issues or concerns.  He has coordinated for the office to have some clerical coverage.  Commissioner Houtz asked if Administrator Norman will have information on the direction the Department will take.  Administrator Norman said his plans are to bring something to the Committee in the spring and have options to present.  They will be working on greater communication with the City of Coldwater because this is a large trade area and revenue generator (approximately 60% of the department revenue comes from the City of Coldwater).  
Administrator Norman presented a graph and pie chart that showed the number of permits by year (2010 and 2011).  A list of seven facilities (all located in Coldwater) and the type of inspection/work was given.  This listing is for future projects the Building Inspection Department is aware of. 

Commissioner Swift asked if they will continue to receive the report that shows the actual number of permits by trade.  Administrator Norman said they were not able to get the data but they are working on the annual report and he will present the detail at the next meeting.  Commissioner Swift asked about the State Audit and mentioned there are 60 days to respond to the three areas noted as concern.  Administrator Norman said a copy of the report was put in the Committee’s mailboxes and he plans to respond within the 60 day time period.  At the February meeting he will update the Committee with the plan on how to respond to the State regarding the three issues noted.  He will also update the Committee on the office backlog.    
Strategic Planning 2012
Detail was presented regarding prioritization and potential dates for Strategic Planning session(s).  Administrator Norman said the Finance Committee discussed Strategic Planning.  Administrator Norman presented the three issues; 1) Prioritization of Services (Budget limitations, services to be reduced), 2) Retirement Incentive (yes or no – do we plan to proceed), and 3) Pension Plan (how to proceed).  

A list of potential dates was presented and the session will take place at the CHC Conference Center.  Information presented included prior strategic planning overviews and score sheets.  Administrator Norman explained the prior strategic planning sessions covered several areas and he is recommending we begin the focus on the first three goals presented as priorities. 

Administrator Norman will send the list of potential dates to all Commissioners and ask for a response on availability for those dates by noon on Friday, January 13th.   
Adjourned:
9:53 AM
Submitted by:
Commissioner Jon Houtz


Commissioner Don Vrablic


Commissioner Jerry Hubbard
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