Rotary Report
by Jodie Cook


Town of Highlands Board Member Hank Ross by way of introduction described fellow Rotarian, Mayor Don Mullen as a man of many talents and skills who has been or is a medical professor and doctor, surgeon, medical missionary, Presbyterian minister and the Mayor of Highlands to present the State of the Town address. 


Mayor Mullen began with a subject on everyone’s mind: the recession enveloping this country. Since the Great Depression there have been twelve recessions with an average length of ten months - the longest had been sixteen months - we’re now in the fifteenth month of the current recession. Historically, the stock market rebounds 6 to 9 months ahead of the end of a recession – there is no sign of that stock market change today, he noted. If the market comes back in a couple of months, we would have gone beyond two years in this recession, so this is the deepest recession we have ever had. 


The Mayor continued that we, the country, should have been more diligent to see the Enron debacle that began in 2001 as the tip of the iceberg in which mismanagement and a culture of mismanagement are two of the causes of this recession. Alan Greenspan might well have described this recession as “irrational exuberance” followed by mismanagement, greed, and the unethical behavior that precedes panic - any one of which is an ingredient for a perfect financial storm. 

The good news is the Town of Highlands is in extremely good shape; it has been watched and managed well, year-in and year-out. The past fiscal year saw the Town’s assets at nearly $32 million. Highlands has an excellent fund balance which is the amount of the set aside money versus next year’s total general money outlay expressed as a percentage. This balance is at 44% which means that 44% of next year’s total general outlay is in reserve. Viewed differently the Town could operate without change for 5 ½ months if there was no income to the Town. The State of NC intervenes in a city or town’s operation when the fund balance reaches 8% or less.

In the last fiscal year the Town of Highlands collected about $2.5 million in ad valorem taxes. Sales taxes in Highlands are 6.75% of which 4.5% goes to the State and 2.25% goes to local option. Sales tax collections for Highlands in 2007 at $802,000 doubled collections for the year 2002. For the period July to October 2007 the Town collected $322,000 in sales tax and for the corresponding span in 2008, it collected $338,000. Property tax collections by the Town have nearly doubled over the last five years.

Discussing various Town departments and what occurred last year with them, Mayor Mullen began with Public Works. The Harris Lake Sewerage Project began and is funded 40% by the Clean Water Management Fund with the remainder being paid by the Town and will cost about $2 million. The department’s engineering work has saved the Town about $250,000. 


The Balsam West Fiber Group’s project to deliver high speed broadband internet service to the Highlands School is proceeding well despite some delays in obtaining necessary easements. It is hoped that the service will be expanded to other parts of the Town. The Town of Highlands Electric Dept. is completing the project which will save the Town about $120,000 versus outside sourcing. A pilot project handled by Public Works was the installation of pervious grass at the Performing Arts Center (PAC). This grass system accommodates parking without damage and absorbs rain preventing parking lot water discharge to storm drains. The success at PAC will see this approach used elsewhere.

The big paving project of Cullasaja, Chowan and Hickory Hill streets involved obtaining a major contribution from the State through the efforts of Sen. Snow and Rep. West. A central problem had been the State’s paving specifications and right-of-ways versus what made sense for these long established dirt and gravel roads. The Town has taken over these streets which allowed for their beneficial paving. Hopefully, this will continue next year with other streets that impact lakes with sediment and run-off. Currently, the Town owns 23 miles of streets which are maintained by five Town workers.

The Town’s Water & Sewer Dept. handles 64 miles of water distribution piping serving approximately 2500 customers. The Wastewater Treatment Plant sewerage collection system covers 14.5 miles and serves just over 800 customers. The Town is actively working to obtain funds to increase the size of this collection system; ample processing capacity exists at Highlands WWTP.

The Town has worked on curbside re-cycling and currently a private company is providing this service for $15 per month per curb site customer. This is a service that the Town is looking at carefully to see how well it works.


Over the last five years significant changes have occurred in the Highlands Police Department due to excellent work by Chief Bill Harrell. HPD now has its first full time female police officer; all officers are certified to operate radar; Ruby, the K-9 patrol canine, is doing well and the Town won its second consecutive Safety Award for towns under 10,000 residents.

Law enforcement has increased substantially over the past five years. The comparison Mayor Mullen presented demonstrated that HPD is doing an excellent job:





2008:

Prev. 5 yrs total:

Felony Arrests:

15


30

Misdemeanor Arrests:

43


94

DWI Arrests/stops:

22


34

Drug Arrests:


21


18


The Town Planning Department under Joe Cooley, Mayor Mullen continued, has been busy producing and presenting good ordinances to the Town Board. Some of the ordinances passed have been: Highlands Greenway Map Ordinance to require dedication of greenways; easement for development of applying conditional zoning; a Bird Sanctuary ordinance; amended landscaping ordinance to incorporate recommended natures species and an ordinance to limit the amount of impervious surface to 50%.

The Town’s Fire and Rescue Department received and made 384 calls in 2008. Fire related calls were logged at 206 and rescue first responder calls at 178. There were fewer alarm calls in 2008 due to enactment of a policy incorporating a $250 fine for a second false alarm.


The Mayor was particularly pleased at the better relationship that has been established with the Town of Highlands, the Town of Franklin and the Macon County Board of Commissioners. There were three joint Board meetings in 2008 to discuss mutual problems and objectives. 


The Town Scholarship Fund will continue to award an annual total of $50,000 to college bound graduates of The Highlands School. This scholarship to date has awarded almost $750,000 and is funded by the Town Scholarship Golf Tournament held in August.

A disappointment Mayor Mullen brought up were the obstacles that prevented Affordable Housing from becoming a reality. However, efforts to establish affordable housing continue and perhaps, one day, Highlands will be able to offer Affordable Housing programs.

Mayor Mullen is particularly proud of the significant change from a Mayor Council form of Town government to a Manager Council government that occurred in 2008. Jim Fatland joined the Town as Town Manager in January of this year. 


Before introducing Highlands Town Manager Jim Fatland, Mayor Mullen said that the Town today is in good shape with strength in people, finances and planning to face the challenges in 2009 brought by the economic downturn. 


Town Manager Fatland comes to Highlands with 30 years experience in City and Town management, finance and administration. This, Mayor Mullen continued, covers the spectrum from being the elected mayor of Ontario, California, a city of almost 100,000 to having been Town Manager of Tryon, NC for six years and for a year prior to coming to Highlands was the Director of Finance and Administration for Monroe, NC. 


Town Manager Fatland began that his management style is to solve the problem – not to treat the symptoms; if it looks and sounds bad – we probably shouldn’t be doing it. Fatland said that he respects the dignity of work, the quality of service, innovations and the honesty of saying you don’t know if you don’t. He doesn’t believe in surprises for the Town Board but does believe in bringing solid recommendations to the Board. 

Fatland said that when he began as Tryon’s Town Manager the town, in sharp contrast to Highlands, was in a state of financial, services and managerial disarray and the attitude of citizens and town employees reflected this. In addressing the Rotary Club of Tryon shortly after becoming Town Manager he made the statement, “If you see a town employee doing a good job – let them know; if not let me know,” – a principle he holds today.

