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L
ake County is taking the road less traveled in its path to achieving local government
efficiency. It’s a decision that may have it arriving at the desired destination with
fewer detours than any of its counterparts.

Other notable pockets of local government efficiency activity throughout the
state – in Allen, Marion and Vanderburgh counties for instance – have been formally
initiated through the state Legislature and center on consolidation approaches. The

latter factor contributes to an often slow and controversial process. 
Meanwhile, Lake County’s Good Government Initiative – an independent evaluation of every

local taxing unit – has steadily moved ahead since its inception in 2005. The reasons: top priority of
cooperation (not consolidation), $3 million in private funding and one congressman’s leadership.

Big picture and buy-in
U.S. Rep. Pete Visclosky, a Democrat presently serving his 11th term, got the ball rolling

when he decided that local government efficiency measures were intertwined with building a
new economy in his home region.

“I came to that conclusion in the summer of 2004. For all of the very positive economic stories and
developments taking place in Northwest Indiana – and that includes the Gary/Chicago airport,
the Purdue Technology Center, the recapitalization and expansion of the South Shore Line (rail) to
Valparaiso and Lowell, and recapturing our lakeshore for open public use under the Locket Plan –

in order to fully maximize the possibilities, we need to ensure that we have the best
and most efficient local government possible,” Visclosky explains.

“Because as we proceed, and particularly now that we have the Northwest
Indiana Regional Development Authority created to match any funds that we are
seeking, you want to make sure you do what you can to maximize this. You want
people from outside the area to see that efficient government is providing a foundation
for economic development and job creation.”

This notion hit home with the area’s corporate leaders. “We had these companies
(BP, Mittal Steel, NiSource, U.S. Steel and Whiteco) step up to the plate to invest
in creating a new environment, a new economic environment for Northwest Indiana,”
states Ed Charbonneau, former executive director of the Northwest Indiana Local
Government Academy, the organization Visclosky sought to manage the efforts of
the Good Government Initiative. (Charbonneau currently is on short-term hiatus
from his post, but expects to return in the fall).

This infusion of private cash was especially necessary given the tax climate in Lake
County in 2004. “We had some very horrific problems with property tax, delays in getting
bills out into the communities, and in many instances people were broke. So even if you
were very willing to participate, there was a lack of resources,” Visclosky recounts. 

However, this undesirable tax climate also served as a catalyst for the municipalities
in the area to do better, Charbonneau offers. “Everybody is looking for ways to do
things more efficiently or more effectively and cheaper. So it was a common sense
business decision, smart business decision that each one of the mayors made to
volunteer to be a part of the Good Government Initiative.”

A careful attitude that emanated from Visclosky also contributed in making
this an easy sell.

“There was a recognition from the onset that we are all human beings and none
of us are perfect, none of our offices are perfect … I think people understand that this
wasn’t an attempt to get somebody or to have wholesale changes in government.

It wasn’t an attempt to force everyone into one unit of government,” Visclosky declares.
“But it is what it is, so if someday one library decides to consolidate with another that would

be their decision independently and voluntarily.”

By Rebecca Patrick
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Rounds 1 and 2
Last year, phase one of the Good Government Initiative

began in five cities, examining operations in East Chicago, Gary,
Hammond, Hobart and Whiting. Maximus, Inc., based in Virginia,
is conducting the multi-stage study, providing recommendations
and even doing a sixth-month checkup with various communities
to aid in implementation.

Phase two of the study is currently under way, this time
encompassing the entire Lake County government system –
administrative, legislative and judiciary – as well as Visclosky’s
congressional offices. 

“While property tax and state taxes do not support the
operation of my office, I certainly
feel that if I am recommending
everyone else take examination
and look at themselves, then I
should to,” Visclosky notes. “My
office has an obligation to be as
efficient as it can … Plus, one thing
that I have tried to do in our office
is to look for opportunities as
far as federal moneys to help
finance some of the changes, so
it’s also linked in that way.” 

Initial findings point to a
real opportunity to collaborate for
certain services to reap substantial
savings. “Use of information
technology, ways to partner in service agreements
and things like that with neighboring communities
have come to light,” Charbonneau shares.

Law enforcement is a prime example, Visclosky
adds. “We found that departments can be more
efficient with an automated fingerprint identification
system. Yet for each individual community to go
out and buy an entire system – particularly some
of the smaller communities like Whiting – it is
just cost prohibitive. However, they are missing
an opportunity to have improved technology. So in
this case, the chiefs of police in Gary, Hammond,
East Chicago, Whiting and Hobart have already
said, ‘let’s do a system.’ ” 

Making things happen
Potential of other low-hanging fruit has prompted Visclosky

to push for more action sooner rather than later.
“There is an urgency that I certainly attach to it, and I don’t

want to wait until the end of 2007 when everyone has completed
their studies,” Visclosky declares. “There is enough commonality
after a year and a half as far as ideas and shared services that
we ought to just get going. Some recommendations are obviously
unique to each community, but there is a reoccurring theme
that there is a lot to be saved, a lot of efficiencies to be gained
by shared services.

“By taking some of the ones that would appear to be the
easiest to do and doing them, you begin to establish a culture

that, ‘Hey, this isn’t so bad and this is working out,’ ” he continues.
“This will also evidence to the citizens of our community that
this wasn’t just a study; there is going to be some tangible result.”

Visclosky’s vision: a series of workshops to build consensus
for action that culminates in a December conference for not only
the five principal cities that have completed their parts of the
study and Lake County government officials whose study will be
completed by November, but also for all of the other interested
towns and municipalities because of obvious commonalities. 

“This conference is intended to spur implementation and
is not a jumping off point,” Visclosky asserts. “We are all familiar
with conferences and people agree to come, and then it all kind

of dissipates. We want to
use this conference as a
deadline so that people can
reach a consensus, have
conclusions brought forth,
and then we take action.”

In order to accomplish
this, much focus is being
paid to the workshops.
Representatives from the
political subdivisions in
which shared services seem
a natural fit will meet in
September, October and
November with outside
experts in that field to

reach an agreement, which will be presented
at the conference.

Moment of truth
Given the activity slated for this fall and

next year’s target for completion of all phases
of the study, a realistic measure of success for
the Good Government Initiative is top of mind
for all involved.

“This (initiative) isn’t going to be implemented
to the nth degree, but we are going to do our very,
very best and have a very positive attitude
because we can all do better,” Visclosky admits.
“I do think that attitude is starting to firmly
take hold as we proceed – and particularly now

that the results of the cities are in.
“Part of the key to our ultimate success is people not just

saying they will participate but willingly participate because
now they to do believe there can be some tangible benefit to
the community they serve. We have crossed that threshold and
from my perspective that was huge.”

Visclosky points to the workshops as “the next big point in
which you can judge if we are making significant progress or not.”

Charbonneau is optimistic and believes upcoming
recommendations from phase two may mark another milestone.
“I think that is where we will really hit upon some very significant
ways to operate more efficiently in the county, looking at the
libraries, looking at 911 call centers, how we can better utilize

Continued on page 61

U.S. Rep. Pete Visclosky (left)
discusses the issues with
Indiana business leaders.

Ed Charbonneau is confident
local efforts will pay off.
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what we have.”
He also realizes how far his community has already come.
“I think what we are doing here is unique in the country,

and it’s going to be hugely significant to the perceptions of Lake
County, Indiana to the outside world – and for good reason.”

Just how positive that impression might be hinges on
recommendations reaching the implementation stage. 

“People have parted with significant financial resources, and
you want to make sure those are put to good use,” Visclosky
states. “I hate wasting people’s time and I hate wasting people’s
money. I try never to do those things. 

“All of the public officials and various city and town
employees here have extended – despite some early trepidation –
a lot of good will and good faith that we are going to participate
because we trust you. You want to see that type of positive
activity and attitude rewarded,” Visclosky reasons.

“These next few months are certainly going to be very key
as whether this is going to be a success or not. Stay tuned!”

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

Resources: U.S. Rep. Pete Visclosky at (202) 225-2461

Good Government Initiative at www.iun.edu/~lga/

Good Government
Continued from page 37




