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Yesterday, Wednesday, 26 July 2010, was the regular monthly scheduled Island County Board of County Commissioners "Roundtable (meeting) with Elected Officials & Department Heads." I have attended these monthly meetings as an observer for approximately the past 9-months. The meetings last about an hour and provide a useful 'What's Up?, and How's it going?' forum. Twenty (20) County Officials sat at the Roundtable. Seven (7) were elected (Commissioner Homola and Coroner Bishop were absent) and thirteen (13) were appointed by the County Commissioners.
I think that ratio is important because it is representative of how Government has grown over the years. Of course as size of Government has grown, the cost of Government has grown. I believe that all of the Elected Offices are required by State Law. It would be interesting to know how many of the Departments are required and how many are optional. It would also be interesting to know what Levels of Service are required by State Law. And, how much the Levels of Services provided by the Departments have grown over the years but are not required.
The Public has a seemingly insatiable appetite for Government Services, and Politicians are usually eager to oblige the voters. The Public has become increasingly impatient and expects prompt Service. County Codes increase in complexity (and expense to administer) in proportion to Special Interests, especially Special Environmental Interests. Little or no Government attention is paid to the Economic Interests that are the only sources of revenue to fund Government.
An interesting thing happened over the past few months. Due to the extended Economic Depression in the County, State, and Country, there is significantly less revenue to fund Government. County Commissioners responsibly required trimming Staff performing most County Government functions. The Commissioners sought advice from the Elected Department Heads. Departments with "Counter Services" closed their doors and telephones to the public on Fridays. That caused some inconvenience to the Public, but we adjusted. Doing that enabled those Staffs to concentrate more on their necessary 'paper work' responsibilities. The ability to concentrate on those responsibilities allowed fewer Staff to accomplish more work in less time because they were not regularly interrupted by having to leave their desks to provide Counter Services, or answer the telephone.
It seems that greater Government and Public efficiency could result if County Staff that routinely works with the Public did so only three (3) days each week. That would inconvenience the Public some, but we would get used to a new schedule, and we could operate with less revenue (lower taxes).
Morale is an important part of everyone's private and working lives. County Employees work hard to serve their Elected and Appointed bosses, and the Public. Over the years County Commissioners have wanted to let the County Employees know how much their hard work is appreciated. At 10 am on the second Monday of each month a routine of recognizing retirements, length of County employment in five (5) year increments, and of recognizing The Employee of the Month has evolved. This recognition is well deserved and is a popular social event. However, it can also be quite expensive (the 'average' County employee is paid approximately $55,000.00 per year, including benefits) in time away from work, and 'time means money.' Department Heads, or their representatives, and County Commissioners recount the unique abilities and services performed by the Employees to be honored with sincerity and good humor. Certificates and coffee cups are awarded and applause is generous and well deserved. Crowds of family and co-workers regularly overflow into the halls at the back and sides of the Hearing Room. I counted seventy-five (75) County employees at one of these events that lasted thirty (30) minutes. At another I counted fifty-four (54) employees, also lasting thirty (30) minutes. Those numbers are above an average of about twenty-five employees for about twenty (20) minutes. Those times do not account for how long it takes employees to travel to and from the Courthouse from where they work. Nor does it account for the delay in Service for waiting members of the Public. I have unsuccessfully tried to imagine any Business that would encourage so much time away from productive work. It seems that a less costly way of showing appreciation for the services of our County Employees could be arranged. Perhaps an after hours or weekend event that would enable more family and public participation could work.
It is worth noting that there is no coordination between Taxing Districts that compete for revenue at the local level. Parks, Ports, Schools, Transit, Hospital, and Fire Districts (did I forget any?) each take a significant chunk of the our personal income.
The County, State, and Country are suffering from the prolonged Economic Depression. So are the Taxpayers. Credible reports and forecasts indicate this Economic Depression may last for ...?
How much is enough? The Ballots will be mailed out Thursday, 29 July.
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