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FY 2015 STATE OF THE CITY ADDRESS 
April 21, 2015 

Mayor Merv Gillenwater 
 

 As you are aware, this will be my last State of the City Address and I am very glad to 
report that FY 2015 continued to be another good year for the City of Effingham.  My intent is to 
talk about a few specifics which made this a good year, but since this will end my fourth year as 
mayor, I want to make this speech more of a general report of the actual state of the City today in 
comparison to previous years and specifically four years ago.  Much of the information provided 
in this speech came from reports completed by City department heads.  For those of you who 
would like to have copies of those reports you may obtain them from my office by contacting 
Jane Kemper. 
 I am extremely pleased to be able to report that the City is not only doing better in 
comparison to last year but in most cases it is doing much better in comparison to four years ago 
when the current Council took office.  I want to take the opportunity at this point to acknowledge 
that, in addition to the Council, one of the major reasons for the success of the City is its 
personnel.  Over the past four years our employee headcount for all departments has remained 
almost constant. Without citing the specific accomplishments of each department, I am proud to 
say that, though it has been identified that additional manpower is needed in some departments, 
all current personnel in each department have worked hard during the past four years to 
accomplish all we have asked of them.   
 We have a dedicated group of employees, from the department heads to the personnel 
performing administrative functions, to those turning the wrenches, digging the ditches, wearing 
the badges, manning the fire hoses or supervising those that perform these functions.  Though we 
haven’t accomplished as much as we would like - and never will - thanks to these personnel, our 
water is safer to drink, our roads and sidewalks are better maintained, and we can all sleep better 
knowing that our public safety personnel are doing their jobs.   
 Not to take away from the work performed by all City personnel, one particular position 
is deserving of special acknowledgement for impacting the progress of the City today in 
comparison to four years ago.  Thanks to the foresight of the prior Mayor and City Council in 
creating the position of City administrator there has developed more awareness and cooperation 
among all City departments.  Having a professional administrator managing and supervising 
daily operations of the City has been a significant step toward improving all operations of our 
City. More specifically, City Administrator Jim Arndt has successfully served us well.   As I 
hope you will be able to see from the information provided in this State of the City Address and 
the reports attached, the quality of life for our citizens has significantly improved in many ways 
during the past four years.  There are now more opportunities for recreation and employment, 
and greater choices for dining and shopping. 
 Over the past four years Effingham has grown considerably in many ways which is 
evident in the City’s increase in equalized average valuation or EAV. Effingham City’s EAV had 
grown from $285, 645,284 in FY2011 to an EAV of $301, 028,614 in FY 2014, and it is 
expected to continue to increase even more by the end of FY 2015.    
 Effingham has more retail, commercial, and industrial businesses than we had four years 
ago and even more than we had just last year.  During the past four years the City has assisted or 
been involved with at least 70 businesses, including retail, commercial, industrial and 
manufacturing, which have either relocated to Effingham, expanded their facilities or are 
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currently under construction with expectations of opening this calendar year.  At least 15 of these 
projects have been within this fiscal year.  In addition, two major developers are now working 
with the City to significantly add to the list of retail/commercial businesses within the next year 
or so.  These numbers would be even larger if I included all the business that have come to town 
or expanded their facilities without assistance from the City.  We also look forward to continued 
growth in the area of industrial development. 
 Some might say that the City has been lucky to have grown in these areas.  I can agree 
with that if we define luck as being when preparation meets opportunity.  Our City has worked 
hard to prepare itself to be ready when opportunities present themselves.  A major step taken in 
that preparation was the hiring of an Economic Development Director several years ago.  
Another positive step taken just this fiscal year was the hiring of a new staff member to serve as 
our Economic Development Specialist.  Thanks to the addition of this position, we are now able 
to perform business retention visits to learn how our current businesses are doing and to offer 
assistance from the City in meeting their needs now or in the foreseeable future. The Economic 
Development Department, aided by the administrative staff, works full-time and uses several 
methods and tools, including TIF districts revenues, business district revenues, city grants, 
business visits, and social media, to assist and communicate with our current businesses, learn 
what is going on in our business community and to aggressively s promote the City and to entice 
new businesses to locate here.    
 Effingham is a regional hub for not only employment but also retail sales.  We have a 
regional trade population which is in excess of a 175,000 resulting in excess of $600 million total 
annual sales.  Our most current sales tax report received for the month of March indicated our 
total sales tax received for this fiscal year was over $6,000,000, an approximately 6% increase 
from last year.  If the trend continues as we know it will, our total sales tax to be received for this 
fiscal year is projected to be $6,450,000 by the end of the year.  This fiscal year is expected to be 
the highest grossing year ever for the City of Effingham.  It should also be noted that our sales 
tax revenues always far exceed most surrounding area cities excluding Champaign, Decatur and 
Marion. 
 The increase in retail, commercial and industrial businesses in Effingham accounts for 
the Effingham County area unemployment rate continuing to remain steady or even show a 
decline during the past four years.  The unemployment rate was 5.7% when I took office in May 
of 2011, increased to a high of 9.4% in February of 2013, and fell to 5.3% in February 2015, 
which is the last month for which the rate was reported.  This is the lowest the rate has been 
since May of 2007 when it was 4.7%. 
 Though we continue to hear people say there aren’t enough good paying, professional 
type jobs in town, and though we continue to try to attract these types of businesses to come to 
Effingham, with the expansion of Heartland Dental, Patterson Technologies, Versatech and 
HSHS St. Anthony’s Memorial Hospital System, as well as the relocation of the corporate 
headquarters of the First National Bank of Dieterich and Midland States Bank - and other 
businesses that I fail to mention, there, indeed, has been a significant increase in these types of 
positions.   
 We still continue to hear that Effingham does not have enough good paying non-
professional jobs.  With an unemployment rate of 5.3% there are only approximately 1,000 
people in Effingham County who are reported to be looking for employment.  According to 
businesses we have spoken with, some of these individuals, for whatever reason, may not be 
employable.  Though businesses attract people to work for them from at least eight surrounding 
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counties, several businesses have told us that due to the lack of acceptable candidates applying 
for work, these businesses must now recruit or try to pull personnel from other businesses 
already in the community.   
 Financially speaking, the City is in very sound condition.  Thanks to the budget process 
put in place approximately four years ago, the City is on track to see a balanced budget again this 
fiscal year as it has been during all of the past four years.  The City’s budget, including that 
portion for Helen Matthes Library, has risen from $62,430,170 in FY 12 to a budget of 
$82,232,955 in FY 16.  Though there have been some significant dips in all of the revenue funds 
over the past four years, most - other than for the Water Department - have shown an overall 
increase.  Thanks to the sales tax revenue, as already discussed, the general fund and tourism 
fund have shown the most significant increases.  
 Though Helen Matthes Library is its own separate taxing body, a discussion of the state 
of the City would not be complete without at least mentioning it.  The Library has continued the 
trend of the rest of the City by also having an excellent year.  User item checkouts increased by 
7% over last year and youth programming attendance was up almost 15% over last year.  Almost 
200 adults attended programs and computer classes presented by the Library during the year. 
 Even more exciting, the ceremonial groundbreaking for the new facility took place on 
December 2, 2014.  The fundraising committee has raised 1.5 million dollars towards 
construction costs, which is approximately 75% of their goal.  We are hopeful that the new 
facility will be ready to open its doors by either August or September of 2015.  
 As stated at the beginning of this speech, I have not specifically spoken about all the 
great work and accomplishments made by each department during this fiscal year.  Reports have 
been completed by each department and those reports are included with this report. 
 At this time, I want to spend a few moments talking about issues or areas of concern 
which the City may be facing in the near or not too distant future and where I believe we should 
be headed. 
 
Issues of concern for the future:  
1. Revenues.  We must keep in mind that as our revenues increase so do our expenditures.  With 
the expiration of our TIFs scheduled to begin in 2021, a major source of revenue will begin to 
noticeably shrink.  The State is also considering cutting the amount of the Local Government 
Distribution Fund (LGDF), which is the portion of income tax revenues received by the State and 
owed to the municipalities.  Any such reduction in revenues by the State will definitely affect us.  
We must continue to build up our contingency and reserve accounts to be prepared for when that 
happens.   
 Of course personnel costs in the form of wages and benefits including insurance and 
pensions also continue to rise.  Though the City is doing well in keeping up with the added costs 
each year for pensions and insurance costs, we are concerned that at some point the costs of the 
benefits may become unsustainable.  Though steps are being taken to try to fully fund these 
accounts, additional steps need to be taken as soon as possible to insure our personnel receive 
fair and adequate benefits that can be sustained during the years to come. 
 Planning and flexibility to change are also going to become ever increasingly important.  
During this past four years we have revised and updated our City Comprehensive Plan.  Each 
week a section of the Comprehensive Plan is read and reviewed during the department head 
meetings.  By having these plans in place and continuing to maintain a conservative approach 
toward spending, we should be able to weather the future storms that will come.  
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2.  Personnel.  One of the areas which could be negatively affected by the revenue issue is 
personnel.  The City continually evaluates the number of personnel needed to perform specific 
functions in each department.  As you are all aware, approximately four years ago the Public 
Works Department was reorganized and several employees who retired were not replaced.  No 
need to reduce personnel has been recognized but rather a need for an additional person in the 
Public Works Department has been identified.  The possible need for additional personnel in 
other departments is also being considered.  A reduction in the LGDF revenue might not require 
us to make personnel cuts, as it will in some municipalities, but it would most likely keep us 
from being able to add personnel or even replace personnel who have already left or who may 
leave the employment of the City due to retirement, health or other reasons. 
 
3.  Infrastructure.   As stated earlier in this this report, the City is doing a good job 
maintaining our infrastructure generally.  However, more is needed.  Each year we must continue 
to address our existing infrastructure systems including water, sewer, sidewalks and streets.  As I 
have often stated, it is not enough to build new we must also take care of what we have. In 
addition, it is important that we take care of our City- owned facilities.  There are those that don’t 
like to hear that the City is going to spend money on our existing buildings, whether it be 
remodeling or building new structures.  However, these buildings are your property.  If we don’t 
take care of them we are not being the good stewards you should expect us to be.  A committee 
comprised of me, as mayor, the city administrator, each of the department heads, and one 
Council member, was established to examine each of the City-owned buildings.  The committee 
has identified some very real concerns with some of the buildings.  Some are in need of 
significant repair.  Others are in need of major renovation or even replacement.  The committee 
is currently trying to determine how to prioritize these needs and how to start setting aside funds 
to address them.  Some of the projects can be addressed within a few years and are being added 
to our five year plan.  Others will have to be put on a longer range plan. 
 
4. Housing.  There is a need for more housing in Effingham, especially for good, affordable 
single family housing.  The difficulty has been with locating sites that are available on which to 
build.  In some ways the City is land locked because of the owners of family farms not wanting 
to sell their land or have their property annexed into the City.  This is understandable but 
regrettable for those who would like to build in the City.  One area that offers some promise is 
that land to the south of Effingham.  The challenge there is to get people willing to live on the 
south side of town and travel to the north part of town to some of the growing commercial and 
retail areas.   
 
 5.  Business licenses.  Though there has been resistance both by the Council and the 
public, it is my opinion that a system needs to be put into place to identify and keep track of 
businesses that locate in our city.  All too often we have businesses that come and possibly even 
leave before the City has even received notice that they are or were here.  A business license 
should not be a revenue generating stream but it is needed to help the City and the business make 
sure it is in compliance with all City ordinances prior to spending money to build or remodel 
facilities only to later learn that the business is going to have to spend additional money to 
modify the facility to be in compliance.  It would also create a way for the City to be able to 
welcome these businesses into our community. 
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 There are so many things I could have included in this report but due to lack of time and 
the fear of boring you all, I was unable to include all areas of concern.  Effingham is a great City 
and I foresee it becoming even greater in the very near future. It is hoped that some big 
announcements will be forthcoming in the next few months.  
 
 In closing, I want to take the time to thank all Effingham City employees for their 
dedication and hard work over the past four years.  I want to specifically thank all the department 
heads and my administrative team: Fire Chief Joe Holomy, Economic Development Director 
Todd Hull, Public Works Director Steve Miller, Police Chief Mike Schutzbach; City 
Administrator James Arndt, and Administrative Assistant/Deputy Liquor Commissioner Jane 
Kemper for their assistance during my term as mayor and for making my job so much easier.  I 
want to thank the members of the Council, Commissioners Don Althoff, Alan Harris, Matt 
Hirtzel and Brian Milleville for their service and dedication.  Most of all I want to thank the 
citizens of Effingham for their support over the past eight years. I hope that we have improved 
your lives at least in some small way.   

 


