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R
emember, the premise of the Indiana Commission on Local Government Reform 
report is that the state’s government structure is outdated. It’s not the people, but 
the tools and the technologies they are given to do their jobs. 
 Case in point: Michael Hicks, director of the Ball State University Center for 
Business and Economic Research, offers the following example after moving to 
Indiana just over a year ago.

 “I call our assessment system in Indiana the WPA (Works Progress Administration job 
creation program created in 1935) for the Amish because the technology that we’re employing 
for the assessment process here is something that any Amish family could execute as effectively 
and fully as we are in most Indiana townships today.
 “When I bought my house,” he explains, “I (could) digitally assess the value of that home in 
a computer model. I can digitally survey the property. I bought a little piece of land beside it to 
provide a tree house for my kids, but when I took those two assessments to my county assessor, 
my township assessor, they had to roll out big rolls of paper that were probably laid out with 
base survey data from the 1790s or the early part of the 19th century.
 “Most Hoosiers,” he concludes, “who are lucky enough to be born and live most of their life 
in Indiana don’t recognize how badly that works and how ill-served we are by this process today.”
 No matter the level of government, it’s the structure and the current limitations. Hicks is 
one of four panelists to discuss local government reform and how it applies to county government. 
He is joined by:

County control
 The first three recommendations of the Kernan-Shepard Report (as it has come to be known) are:
1.  Establish a single-person elected county chief executive (in other words, replacing three 

commissioners with one elected leader)
2.  Establish a single, unified legislative body for county government (make the county council 

the legislative body)
3.  Transfer the responsibility for administering the duties of the county auditor, treasurer, recorder, 

assessor, surveyor, sheriff and coroner to the county executive. Transfer the varied duties of 
the clerk to the courts, county election board and county executive (no more elections of nine 
separate county officials)

 “What drove those recommendations,” Mahern reports, “was the belief that if you make policy, 
you should be elected and should be answerable to the electorate. The people who would be 
making the policy would be the executive branch (the single elected county executive) and the 
legislative branch. Just the same way it is at the state and federal levels and in all the cities in Indiana.
 “And that if your job was to carry out the law, not make the law, that you should be appointed. 
It was driven by the belief that there is not a Democrat or Republican way for determining the 
cause of death … surveying a piece of property or determining the worth of a piece of property 

Our Experts:

•  Judy Anderson, a three-term commissioner in Vigo County and incoming president of 
the Indiana Association of County Commissioners. Anderson previously served on the 
county council and just completed a stint as president of the Association of Indiana 
Counties (AIC)

•  Armin Apple, a former county councilman and commissioner in Hancock County

•  Louis Mahern, a former state senator from Indianapolis and a member of the government 
reform commission co-chaired by former Gov. Joe Kernan and current Indiana Supreme 
Court Chief Justice Randall Shepard
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for property taxation purposes.”
 The bottom line, even more than the financial one looming 
out there, is accountability.
 Apple says it’s easy today for people to escape “exact 
responsibility” as they can contend “this was partially my 
decision but yet it still rests with someone else.” The county 
budget hearings, he adds, are arduous with elected officials all 
striving to prove “their people are more valuable than someone 
else’s and they need higher pay.”
 Incompetence rarely is a deciding factor. A surveyor, for 
example, who is incapable of doing the job at the level required 
can be removed today only through the election process. “What 
we need is to have the ability to make changes if we’ve got 
problems,” Apple offers. “Someone 
has to take responsibility, and that 
is the difficulty we have today.”
 Hicks points out that elections 
are costly for taxpayers and those 
engaged in the process. More 
importantly, and more difficult to 
measure, is that the election 
process in Indiana for the many 
county offices “crowds out good 
governance activity in those areas.”
 Having lived and worked in 
various states and overseas, Hicks 
claims the Indiana system is 
unique – and not in a good way. 
It is the only place he can find 
where officials who spend money are unaware of what the tax 
rate is going to be as they’re making their expenditure 
decisions. An example would be an appointed library board 
that is determining how much should be spent on library 
services. While it may be making very judicious decisions 
regarding those services, its actions are entirely separate from 
other elected or appointed officials who are engaged in similar 
processes. 
 The root of Kernan-Shepard, Hicks believes, is to return 
the taxing decisions to a single body – the county council.
 “The real mystery to me is how come we didn’t have a 
collapse 30, 40, 50 years ago in our public finance system in 
Indiana,” he states. “If this system was available in West 
Virginia, where I recently worked, this would have been a 
catastrophe 100 years ago. So, I think the real mystery to me is 
how Hoosiers have managed to hold it together this long.”
 Mahern notes that nearly all voters have no idea about the 
qualifications of the surveyor or recorder candidates, but the 
presence of a single county executive with control over those 
officials would “make it easier for the voter to know who to thank 
or who to spank when it comes to decisions of public policy.”

Candidate diversity
 Anderson says that she finds herself seeing merits to past 
practices and future reforms. She understands the decisions 
many years ago to have three commissioners and to separate 
the elections of the treasurer and the auditor (not having two 

newly elected people in “charge of the money”).
 “I also agree, though, that in this day and age with the 
technology issues and efficiency that that probably is an 
outdated process. I think our biggest thing that we’re going to 
have to combat is the education of the people … because the 
whole thing could backfire if a community decided to back 
someone that was not efficient in being the county executive.
 “The election process does not work as well as we would 
like, so this may be the answer,” she continues. “I’ve never said 

that before. I’m finding more and 
more that I can see the efficiencies 
of doing some of these things.”
 All concur that the single 
county executive post would attract 
a more diverse and professionalized 
pool of candidates. Mahern also 
believes that county council 
candidates – some who he says run 
today to “say no and to oppose any 
change or any taxation” – would be 
in a position of having to act in a 

more “holistic” way.
 Apple praises many who serve on 
county councils, but reveals the flaw in 
the current system that “because they are 
the fiscal body, they can sort of 
administer by economic extortion. That 
is, a lot of times, how we get something 
accomplished rather than by a clear, 

definite need or goal.”
 A more thoughtful approach is required, according to 
Hicks, for economic and quality of life reasons. While there are 
various combinations of high/low taxes and high/low public 
services offered by communities across the country, he warns: 
 “The places that really suffer, and we have them all over 
Indiana, are places that have really high taxes and really low 
levels of public services. That is not a Democrat/Republican 
problem; that’s a community in collapse. I think the system we 
have now motivates that type of taxing behavior.
 “That’s the problem that several dozen Indiana counties 
have right now. It is costing them 
jobs and business relocation; it’s 
causing young people to flee 
because they don’t see a future for 
themselves.”

“The counties should 
be allowed the 
flexibility to decide 
whether or not their 
county executive is 
going to be full time. 
… But I’ve yet to hear a rational 
argument made as to why we should 
exempt counties of a certain size.”

Louis Mahern 
Indiana Commission on  

Local Government Reform

“What we need is to 
have the ability to make 
changes if we’ve got 
problems. Someone has 
to take responsibility, 
and that is the difficulty we have today.”

Armin Apple 
Former Hancock County commissioner
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Jobs on the line
 The three commissioners, representing different districts, made sense in the “horse and 
buggy” days, Apple confirms. With today’s communication tools, he terms that arrangement a 
“moot point” and adds another very practical disadvantage.
 “One of the things that I always found difficult to work through was that for the three of us 
to really talk about issues it had to be a public meeting and that becomes extremely difficult to 
accomplish,” he explains. “What you end up having is a developer comes out and says, ‘I want to 
show you something,’ and he’ll take each one of you out separately so he doesn’t violate the 
open door law.
 “You come back and you’ve got three different perceptions on what was said, and there may 
have been differences to each one. It makes it really difficult in that instance to make good, 
sound decisions.”
 Mahern emphasizes the other side of the economic development equation. In a near equal 
situation between an Indiana county and one in another state, that developer may go where he 
or she has one contact person, one decision-maker instead of three.

The loneliest number
 One also comes into play as in “don’t saddle us with a one-
size-fits-all system.” Hicks notes, however, that the current 
structure is doing exactly that (with the most urban and most 
rural counties penalized). 
 “The only people served by the current system, frankly, is a 
government that’s sort of mid-sized that doesn’t think it needs 
modern technology, that doesn’t need flexibility in the type of 
person they hire – so we’re really talking about an 1870 or 1890 
vision of Indiana,” he laments.
 Anderson says that county officials fall on both sides, many 
wanting to go to the single executive and others adamantly opposed. 
The AIC’s desired approach is to allow each county the option.
 Mahern doesn’t see any differences based on county size in 

the core principles of “one person having responsibility and being in charge, and the separation 
of powers between the executive and the legislative branch.”
 He adds, “The counties should be allowed the flexibility to decide whether or not their 
county executive is going to be full time. They certainly should reserve the right to figure how 
much they’re going to pay their county executive. But I’ve yet to hear a rational argument made 
as to why we should exempt counties of a certain size.”

Dollars and cents
 Anderson, acknowledging the desire to gather more information, poses the question of 
whether there will be cost savings associated with this modernization. Before turning to Hicks for 
the answer, she states, “I have never believed there was going to be a big savings in streamlining 
county government, and I really don’t think that’s the issue. 
 “I think the streamlining of county government is for the people. Are they going to get 
better services and more accountability?”
 There is little to any outside research available on the types of reforms outlined in the 
commission report, according to Hicks. He is currently working on a study of consolidation 
efforts at the city-county level and did author a report after the Kernan-Shepard release that 
outlines estimates of potential savings if the various recommendations were put into place.
 “By eliminating townships in the rural counties, for example, if the least efficient counties 
got as efficient as the more efficient (or average efficient) counties, then we could save about 
$110 million to $150 million annually in the 55 or 56 rural or non-metropolitan counties.”
 Using the same guidelines, Hicks puts the potential for urban counties as a result of 
eliminating inefficiencies at $450 million to $500 million. While the total for this area of reform 
is a “big chunk of change, what you’re going to see is much greater improvement in the quality 
and the level of public services. Those have a value (but one that is far more difficult to measure 
in dollars and cents).”

“The places that really 
suffer … are places that 
have really high taxes 
and really low levels of 

public services. That is not a Democrat/
Republican problem; that’s a community 
in collapse. I think the system we have 
now motivates that type of taxing 
behavior.”

Michael Hicks 
Ball State Center for Business and Economic Research
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 Mahern admits that the commission did not have time to 
consider cost savings, which take a back seat to accountability. 
But he gives some examples involving libraries and a formula 
that breaks down costs into a dollar figure for how much is 
spent to circulate one item.
 “If the six libraries (districts) in Lake County were combined 
and could just get to the statewide average of cost per item 
circulated, they would save $9 million a year. That’s one 
library system in one county,” he emphasizes. “Benton County 
has 9,000 people and they have six separate library systems. 
Anybody who doesn’t think that there’s going to be some 
money saved there …”
 Hicks throws in one more. 
“Delaware County has, I think, 12 
fire departments. And how New York 
City gets by with one, I’ll never know.”

Safety first
 In that area, Kernan-Shepard 
recommendations call for creating a 
countywide body to oversee the 
provision of public safety services and consolidating emergency 
public safety dispatch by county or multi-county region.
 Apple reports that such a 9-1-1 consolidation just took 
place between Greenfield and Hancock County. “That was not 
an easy task; it should have been done a long time ago. But on 

the public safety side, you’ve got to include everybody in the 
county. And that can be done under a single administration 
rather than fragmented the way it is today.”
 Vigo County also has a combined dispatch operation that 
is “working very well,” in Anderson’s opinion. “It’s been a great 
savings. We’re looking forward to several other things, getting 
ready to combine our building inspection and weights and 
measures departments with the city (Terre Haute).”
 Again, money is not the ultimate goal. It’s all about 
saving lives.
 Mahern discloses that the single greatest cause for the loss 

of life in the aftermath of the 
9-11 attacks was a lack of ability 
for public safety officers to 
communicate with one another. 
On an even more personal note, 
he offers that he survived a heart 
attack at 43 years of age because 
the emergency personnel were 
at his door almost before he 
hung up the phone.

 “Whether or not you live or die from a heart attack should 
not be a function of where you live in the county,” he exclaims.
 There is a misconception that the report calls for the 
elimination of volunteer fire departments and/or public safety 

“… the more I have listened, the more 
that I have heard and the more that 
we have studied this, and we have 
studied it thoroughly … I see that it 
would work. It is a workable thing.”

Judy Anderson 
Vigo County commissioner

Continued on page 36

Biz Voice (sec. 3)b.indd   33 12/12/2008   9:59:08 AM



36 BizVoice/Indiana Chamber – January/February 2009

jobs. Nothing could be further from the truth, according to 
Mahern. He notes that that Indiana Professional Firefighters 
Association is one of the supporters of the MySmartgov.org 
movement to bring these recommendations to fruition.
 Hicks, who also commands an Army Reserve unit, says the 
bottom line once again is moving toward greater efficiency. He sees 
a greater capacity for more firemen, with more professionals and 
volunteers on the front line and fewer captains or other officers.
 In Marion County, the union has estimated that it would 
take 100 fewer firefighters under a total coordination of all 
departments. The only requests if that were to take place, 
Mahern explains, is that the jobs go away by attrition as people 
retire and that maybe a third of the savings realized go back to 
the firefighters in their next contract.
 “They’re for this because, number one, they recognize it will 
result in better fire protection,” Mahern states. “This is a very 
rational way to approach government. I would hope that other 
people who are out there, people who work in public safety and 
other areas of local government would recognize, as the firefighters 
have, that this is an opportunity as well as a responsibility.”

Moving forward
 While Hicks says he looks forward to an interesting year 

of debate and Mahern realizes there are no easy routes to 
reform – “it’s a heavy lift, he says” – Anderson offers her 
closing thoughts.
 “I have been real mixed about this from day one and I 
always thought, well, if it’s not broken, don’t fix it, that type of 
thing. But the more I have listened, the more that I have heard 
and the more that we have studied this, and we have studied it 
thoroughly through the AIC and through the commissioners, I 
see that it would work. It is a workable thing.
 “I have a lot of questions about how it would work,” she 
continues. “Of all the things I’ve learned in my many, many 
years being affiliated with county government is the education 
of the people when you’re going to implement any change. 
That’s a huge, important issue, how we educate the people 
when we make these changes.”

ExecConnect
Continued from page 33

 I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resources: Judy Anderson at jaanderson@vigocounty.org

Armin Apple at apple21@agristar.net

Michael Hicks at mhicks@bsu.edu

Louis Mahern at louisj@mahern.net

Biz Voice (sec. 3)b.indd   36 12/12/2008   9:59:15 AM




