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THE MARTIN COUNTY COUNCIL 
SPECIAL MEETING
September 5, 2024
MINUTES

The Martin County Council convened in a special session on Thursday, September 5, 2024, in the Commissioners’ Room at the Courthouse located at 129 Main Street, Shoals, Indiana.  Council members attending: Jordan Dant, Warren Albright, Keith Gibson, Monty Gregory, Jim Hamby, and Sheri Bowling.  Councilman Adam Greene was absent.  Also attending was Auditor Michelle Norris.

President Jordan Dant called the meeting to order with the Pledge to the Flag at 5:30 pm.

RE: 2025 BUDGET SUSTAINABILITY
	President Dant stated Financial Solutions Group has prepared budget sustainability documents for the Council to review.  Charlie Joyce from FSG stated the County has come a long way in the last few years by building bank balances and holding the line on expenses.  The County received a supplemental income tax revenue which has not been received in years, which means there are more people working in the County and earning more money, so the income tax revenue has increased.  Mr. Joyce stated for 2025 the LIT revenue is projected to increase by another 9%.  Mr. Joyce stated the assessed value is going up for pay 2025 by 9.25%.  Mr. Joyce stated for 2024, the general and EDIT funds are projected to end with more money in the bank at the end of the year.  Mr. Joyce stated they thought the County was on track for that for 2025 with the original budget, but if an additional $4,000 per insurance eligible employee is added, the County will be spending more than what it is bringing in.  Mr. Joyce stated if that projection is extended into future years the County will be spending down the general fund.  Mr. Joyce stated the financial condition has improved a lot and the County is in good shape right now. 
	Mr. Joyce stated the big capital projects are not in the budget right now which includes  the bridge project, the building purchased, and the renovations.  Mr. Joyce stated taking those big projects out, there is a sustainable budget, and it is definitely sustainable without the $4,000 per insurance eligible employee added in.  President Dant asked, cumulative how much does the $4,000 per insurance eligible employee effect the budget.  Mr. Joyce stated in the general fund it is $290,000.  President Dant stated this was done in an effort to make sure it was in the budget in case that was the decision made.  Mr. Joyce stated when form three was advertised, that sets the maximum budget by fund.  In that advertisement in Gateway, it does include the higher budget numbers so the flexibility is there to keep those amounts if that is decided.  President Dant stated this is in no way saying this is what the County is doing, but in a month from now if the County decides this is what they must do they have the money in the budget to do it.  
	Councilman Albright asked FSG in regard to the County financial observations there is a 27.3% increase in assessed value for 2023, does FSG expect that to continue?  Mr. Joyce stated while they do expect growth, they do not expect as high as in 2023.  Mr. Joyce stated they have estimated a 9% increase for assessed value and income tax growth for 2025.  
	President Dant stated another risk that is out there is the out of county inmate revenue.  President Dant asked how much the inmate revenue has been estimated in the budget for 2025.  Mr. Greg Guerrettaz stated for 2025 that has been estimated at $350,000.  Mr. Joyce stated the actual revenue for 2023 was $509,000 and they are assuming that revenue will go down but still stay at the $350,000 budget amount.  Mr. Joyce stated another big source of revenue for the County is interest earned, the County has done well on its investments.  There was over $300,000 in interest income in 2023 and that is expected to be the same or higher for 2024.  In 2025 it is estimated the interest income will be $230,000; for 2026 they have estimated $125,000.  FSG expects interest rates to go down in the next 12-24 months.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated the in future years the budget goes up and the revenue goes down which makes it tougher for the County going forward.  
	President Dant stated the County still has an ambulance service which is not going to self-sustain and it is possible the out of county inmate money could go away.  Mr. Joyce referenced the sustainability report which shows a summary of the general fund and shows how the fund balance has been built up over the last six years and shows the projected balance for the next five years.  Mr. Joyce explained the projected fund balances are based on the assumptions they just talked about in revenue and increasing expenses of growing the budget.  FSG provided two budget sustainability models, one with the original budget requests and a second with a $4,000 increase in salary per insurance eligible employee which amounts to a $290,000 decrease in the general fund.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated the way FSG understood the $290,000 from Auditor Norris is that amount would roll into salaries and would stay there forever and was not a stipend.  President Dant stated that is correct.  
	Auditor Norris stated the opt out would then be removed from the budget, which is in the general fund in the Commissioners’ budget.  Auditor Norris stated one proposal was that health insurance be increased, but health insurance cost is in the EDIT fund.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated the County has historically used the EDIT fund as a safety net for a lot of things.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated all Counties they work with have seen insurance costs go up.  Mr. Joyce stated there are some counties who have seen double digit increases in health insurance.  Mr. Guerrettaz advised keeping the EDIT fund as strong as possible, which is why FSG is advising not to use the EDIT fund for capital expenses.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated over twenty years he has seen every community that has gone and tried to do most of its capital improvements from cash on hand, it comes back a couple of years later and catches up with them.  
	Councilman Hamby asked Auditor Norris if opt out was still included in the Commissioners’ budget.  Auditor Norris stated it was left in the budget sent to the State because it was unknown which way the County was going to go with the opt out.  President Dant asked to clarify if $4,000 was spread out across all insurance eligible employees in the budget and the $132,000 was also left in the budget.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated for example if the County chooses not to do the $4,000, the opt out amount will still be in the budget and the $4,000 can be deleted.  President Dant stated in the cash balance summary there is still $132,000 budgeted in the Commissioners’ budget for opt out.  Mr. Joyce stated one of those two things would be taken out of the budget and the fund balance would increase by either $132,000 or $290,000 or back to the original version.
	President Dant asked Auditor Norris how many employees elect to take opt out.  Auditor Norris stated she believed thirty-seven people were electing opt out.  Auditor Norris stated she put an additional $4,000 for each insurance eligible employee in the budget, and it was proposed to raise the employee cost of insurance $4,000.  Councilman Gregory stated the increased cost of insurance was to be a wash by the additional salary of $4,000 and the employees who are currently taking opt out would continue to receive the additional $4,000.  Auditor Norris stated the proposal would be a wash except for the increased cost of PERF on the additional salaries, which would amount to about $30,000.  President Dant stated they are talking policy at this point and that is up to the Commissioners.
	President Dant stated the number one question right now is if they leave the $4,000 in the budget.  President Dant asked FSG if they could leave the $4,000 for all insurance eligible employees in the budget and leave the $132,000 in the Commissioners’ budget.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated the $290,000 was for all insurance eligible employees and the $132,000 is $4,000 for employees who have opted out of health insurance.  President Dant stated if 45 days from now the decision is made to stay with opt out, do they need to leave the $132,000 in the budget.  Mr. Joyce stated the $132,000 would stay in the budget and that would be the original budget presented.  President Dant stated that decision can not be made right now and legal consultation is being obtained.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated another option would be to continue opt out for the employees who are already taking it, but do not offer it to any new employees and the liability of the $132,000 would progressively decrease.  Councilman Albright asked what will happen to the $132,000 in the Commissioners’ budget if the $290,000 is left in.  Auditor Norris stated the Council can unappropriate funds from the 2025 budget after the first of the year.  
	Councilman Hamby asked FSG how the 5% growth factor is determined.  Mr. Joyce stated in the sustainability plan not all the growth factors are 5% but they have been using that for 2026 and 2027 because that is what they anticipate raises and other expenses will be; a lot of those expenses grow at the same percentage as the raise.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated the growth factor can be easily changed in the sustainability plan if the Council wants another growth factor, but keep in mind though in 2026 and 2027 FSG did not use the 2.5% levy freeze, which is being highly discussed at the Statehouse.  Councilman Albright stated it is very probable that there are changes coming to property taxes next year.  Mr. Guerrettaz agreed and stated there are two things FSG firmly believes will happen, there will be a growth quotient of 2-2.5% and every bond issue involving property taxes will require a referendum.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated FSG’s advice is if the County is considering a general obligation bond it might want to do it this year the way it is set up because next year it may be twice as hard and twice as expensive. 

RE: EMS LIT RATE
	President Dant stated he would like to talk to FSG about the EMS LIT rate.  Mr. Joyce stated this was talked about last year, to reduce the EDIT rate and create a new EMS LIT rate where the County would get all of that instead of sharing it with the towns and city that are in the County.  Mr. Joyce stated it should shift more of the income tax to the County and would reduce what the towns/city gets.  President Dant stated by doing so the City of Loogootee would lose $88,574 of EDIT funds, Town of Crane would lose around $7,000, and Town of Shoals would lose $31,627.  Those funds would then be put into the EMS LIT fund.  President Dant stated to be clear to the public this is not raising income taxes, it would be relocating the percentages of local income tax and where they go.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated FSG has talked to the Council about this for a couple of years, they know they cannot increase the LIT rate.  This proposal would take a portion of the current LIT and reallocate it to the EMS just to provide the County the total dollars; the statute says the total dollars go to the County because the County provides EMS to the entire County.
	Mr. Guerrettaz stated FSG proposes the County take the EDIT rate down .20% and put that towards an EMS LIT rate.  President Dant stated just for clarity, Loogootee, Shoals, and Crane are losing out on those EDIT revenues, but the County will also be losing $376,700 in EDIT funds and put it into a new EMS LIT fund.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated the reason it has been proposed that way is because the County is providing EMS to the entire county thus the whole cost of service is being paid by the entire county and right now the cost of service for EMS is coming from the unincorporated area of Martin County.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated the cost in revenue is not equitable.  
	President Dant stated the City of Loogootee is aware of this conversation and the conversations he has been apart of that is how he has communicated it; he asked them to look at it as their contribution to the ambulance service for the City of Loogootee.  President Dant asked the process is to reallocate the LIT rate.  Mr. Joyce stated the Council would pass a new LIT ordinance which would reallocate the LIT rate, which the county attorney would draft.  The ordinance would then be submitted to the DLGF for review, and they are allowed 30 days to review.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated the Council could proceed with the reallocation ordinance this year, but it would not be effective until 2026 because there was a new law passed last year which states if the ordinance changes how much one of the units receives, notice must be given by August 1st.  Councilman Gregory asked for FSG to send the ordinance template to the county attorney.  FSG requests that they be able to review the ordinance before it is submitted to the DLGF to review, if the DLGF finds any error they will reject and the process starts again.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated the assumption is .20% down in EDIT LIT and .20% up in EMS LIT so there is no change in the rate.  The Council confirmed that is correct.
	Mr. Guerrettaz stated the sustainability plans have been given to the Council and there are critical decisions to make.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated an ultimate decision does not have to be made tonight, the public hearing is on Monday September 9th and the budget adoption is October 7th.  The Council has between now and during the meeting of October 7th to cut the budget. 

RE: BOND ISSUE
	Mr. Guerrettaz stated FSG needs to know if the County is going to pursue the bond issue because time is running out to get that done; if it is not done by December 31st, it will not go into effect until 2026.  President Dant asked Mr. Guerrettaz to lay out the timeline of a bond issue if the decision were made to proceed.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated assuming the Council has already done the first reading of the bond ordinance, the bond ordinance adoption could be held on October 7th.  Mr. Joyce stated there are notices which must be posted in the newspaper after that decision is made and once that runs, the bonds could be sold and the interest rate locked in by the first week in November.  Mr. Joyce stated it would be ideal to sell the bonds before the election because it is unknown what interest rates will do.  Mr. Joyce stated they would close on those bonds two weeks after the sale and would result in money in the bank which could be used for projects as soon as right before Thanksgiving.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated this timeline would be the absolute fastest.  
	Councilman Gregory asked if the interest rate is based on prime. Mr. Joyce stated it depends on the term of the bond.  A ten- or fifteen-year bond has been proposed and the rate is based on the ten-year treasury which is like how a 30-year mortgage rate is set.  Mr. Joyce stated FSG prepared a bond analysis and is similar to the budget; they must assume the maximum possible rates.  Mr. Joyce stated in their analysis they used 5% as the interest rate, but if they sold the bonds right now a ten-year bond would be 3.43% and a 20-year bond would be 3.85%.  Mr. Joyce stated another thing to consider would be to use part of the cash built up in the EDIT fund, which is really the only place where there is extra fund balance.  Mr. Joyce stated it is possible the County does not borrow for the whole project, but just borrow a partial amount.
	Mr. Joyce stated in the budget they built in borrowing a $3 million bond at a 5% interest rate.  That amount can come out completely or be reduced based on what the Council decides, FSG wanted to give the Council flexibility to decide.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated what FSG has seen as experts in this area, is the demand for bonds and interest rates will become less after Thanksgiving.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated they tend to see the interest rate climb because most people have bought tax exempt bonds and put them in their portfolio, banks included, before Thanksgiving because they want to wrap it all up before December 31st.  
	Mr. Joyce stated with the growth of assessed value of 9% and the levy growth quotient is only going to go up 4% for 2025, if we do not do anything else the property tax rate will go down.  Mr. Joyce stated that gives the County room to add a new debt service rate on to the tax rate and still not have a property tax rate increase for 2025.  Mr. Joyce stated a benefit of having that growth in assessed value is that it gives the County room to add a debt rate if the County chooses.  Mr. Joyce stated that is just looking at the County itself and would not include the bond issue the Loogootee Schools have done, which is out of the Council’s hands.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated that is part of the Auditor getting the net assessed values certified by the State.  Auditor Norris stated there will be a public hearing held to amend the net assessed values with the State.
	Mr. Guerrettaz stated the County has come a long way in the last several years and there is a major opportunity for capital improvements.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated the County could make things a little better with the EMS, but it is a matter of making some decisions and moving on.  President Dant stated they have been talking about the EMS LIT rate for years and they just need to make a decision.
	President Dant asked for clarification, if the County does not do the general obligation bond the County portion of property tax rate will go down but if the County does the bond the County’s portion of the property tax rate will stay status quo.  Mr. Joyce stated if that is the direction the Council gives FSG they can work within that parameter and that will be based on what that annual payment on the bonds can be to live within that rate and that will determine how much the County can borrow and how many years it takes to pay it back.  Mr. Joyce stated for example if there is $100,000 of available property tax revenue then the County can say if they want to pay it back over ten years then it is $1 million, or if they go 15 years, then it is also a function of what the interest rate ends up being.  If the County were to get a lower rate more money could be borrowed for the project.  
	Mr. Guerrettaz stated the County could let the tax rate go down slightly, do the bond issue and have growth and then have a little bit of both.  Councilman Gregory asked if FSG would explain why it will be harder to get a bond issued next year.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated law may require that a referendum be held for every new general obligation bond.  President Dant stated he is of the opinion they do not have enough information on the construction and the engineering to make a decision on whether they do a general obligation bond or not, he is of the opinion they hold off.  Auditor Norris stated the Commissioners said at their meeting this morning that the $750,000 match for the federal bridge project, Brickyard Bridge, will be due within the next six months.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated the County’s match portion is 20% and the federal portion is 80% of the total cost; the project is about a $5 million total project cost.  Councilman Albright stated if the County backs out now and does not get the bridge replaced, the County will be liable for what has been paid already and will cost more than what the County already must pay.
	Auditor Norris asked FSG how they recommend the County pay for the bridge project.  Mr. Joyce stated besides putting the bridge project in the general obligation bond, the EDIT fund would be the other place to go.  Mr. Joyce stated if the County wants to do the building project also, there is not enough cash to do all those projects and that is where the bond would come in.  Mr. Joyce stated if the County is just funding the bridge, then there is enough in the EDIT fund to fund that project.  Mr. Guerrettaz asked the Council to keep in mind that if the Council does the LIT reallocation the EDIT fund revenue will go down 20%, but ambulance could be removed from the EDIT fund.
	Councilman Albright stated if they do not do the bond then they are paying for the bridge out of EDIT and there will not be enough money to do the remodeling.  Councilman Gregory stated the problem is they do not know how much the remodeling is going to cost.  President Dant stated they do know the bridge has to happen right now.  Councilman Gregory asked FSG if EDIT were used for the $750,000, could the Council come back mid-year and issue a bond to catch the EDIT fund back up.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated that would be a bond counsel question, but his understanding is that the County could do a reimbursement resolution but if the Council is not acting until mid-year 2025 and there is no referendum and you want to build back up the EDIT from an expenditure in 2024 that is a big tax law question because normally they do not let you go back and replenish.  
	Councilman Albright commented to FSG that he assumes that FSG is saying that it is going to be very difficult for the County to finance the remodeling, pay for the building, and pay for the bridge without a bond issue.  Mr. Joyce stated the County would be spending all its available fund balances down to zero and it would take most of the County’s cash to pay for all those capital items.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated they are further cautioning the Council if legislative action comes into play and the County’s property tax growth quotient becomes 2-2.5%, the County will only be able to afford what the County receives on income taxes.  Mr. Guerrettaz stated they feel the County would fall so far down that it would take a long time to dig out if certain legislative things happened.
	President Dant stated the public hearing for budgets will be held on Monday night knowing that they have not gotten through all of it and there will have to be another special session between now and October.  Mr. Joyce stated on Monday the Council will give the public a chance to weigh in if they want to comment on the budget.  

With no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 6:56 pm with a motion made by Councilman Gibson and seconded by Councilman Gregory, all were in favor and the motion passed.  The next regular Council meeting and public hearing for budgets will be held Monday, September 9, 2024, at 6:00 pm.


________________________________		____________________________________
 Jordan Dant					Adam Greene


_________________________________  	___________________________________
Warren D. Albright				J. Keith Gibson


_______________________________		____________________________________
Monty Gregory  				Jim Hamby


_______________________________
Sheri Bowling
			
					

ATTEST:  ____________________________________
	    Michelle Norris, Martin County Auditor
