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MINUTES
DEPARTMENTAL BUDGET HEARINGS

LANCASTER COUNTY BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS
COUNTY-CITY BUILDING, ROOM 303

THURSDAY, MAY 22, 2014
1:00 P.M. TO 4:30 P.M.

Advance public notice of the Board of Commissioners meeting was posted on the County-City
Building bulletin board and the Lancaster County, Nebraska web site and emailed to the media
on May 16, 2014.

Commissioners Present: Larry Hudkins, Chair
Brent Smoyer, Vice Chair
Roma Amundson
Jane Raybould
Deb Schorr

Others Present: Dennis Meyer, Budget & Fiscal Officer
Kerry Eagan, Chief Administrative Officer
Gwen Thorpe, Deputy Chief Administrative Officer
Cori Beattie, Deputy County Clerk

The Chair called the meeting to order at 1:02 p.m.  (A copy of the Nebraska Open Meeting Act
was posted at the rear of the conference room.)

NOTE:  A copy of the Lancaster County departmental budget requests for fiscal year 2014-15 is
on file in the County Clerk’s Office.

COUNTY COURT

Appearing were Becky Bruckner, County Court Administrator; and Judge Susan Strong.

Bruckner said she appreciated the Board’s support for the new courtroom, as well as the new
jail courtroom, and that video arraignments are going well.  She added the bulk of the budget
increase is for legal services over which they have no control.  

In response to Hudkins’ inquiry about the new billing software for appointed attorneys, Strong
felt it is going to help but didn’t know if there would be a lot of cost savings.  She added that it
is an effective organization tool and does alleviate concerns from appointed attorneys with
regard to preference and billing.

Strong noted that County Court currently has video conferencing in one courtroom.  She said
the need to add another isn’t immediate but, when the budget allows, they would like to move
in that direction.  She added that District Court is currently using their courtroom.  It was noted
that eventually all courtrooms may want to go to video conferencing.
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Raybould asked if the increase in legal services is a trend across the country.  Strong said it
fluctuates.  Raybould inquired if other justice initiatives have had any impact.  Strong said they
are doing more house arrests and felony pre-arraignment ankle monitoring which should help
decrease jail time but not necessarily attorney fees.  She pointed out that Lancaster County has
the lowest private counsel rate ($50/hour).

Hudkins questioned if indigent defense screening is adequate.  Strong said judges tend to take
one’s word for it.  She didn’t know how a more intensive investigation could be performed. 
Hudkins gave an example whereby an attorney was appointed for an individual who owned real
estate.  He suggested staff at least check to see if someone owns property.  Strong said they
could look into this.  Bruckner added there have been cases whereby a judge did order
someone to pay after the fact.

Meyer confirmed that County Court did not submit a microcomputer request, current
Windstream charges are accurate, the University switchboard is not utilized, VoIP charges will
be reduced and the fixed asset inventory is current.  He added that the Board may need to
“squeeze” legal services again as they go through the budget process.

With regard to video conferencing, Meyer noted that District Court Judge Steven Burns has
proposed that this technology be added to two District courtrooms, one County courtroom and
one Juvenile courtroom.  Schorr questioned the utilization of County Court’s video conferencing. 
Strong said District Court typically uses their courtroom on Wednesday mornings to link to the
jail.  In the future, more links could be added, although, additional conference room space at
the jail could be an issue.  Meyer asked Bruckner to estimate how much cost savings could
have been realized if video conferencing would have been available over the past couple of
years.  Strong questioned whether or not there would be a big cost savings versus it being
more of a convenience.  She added from County Court’s perspective, this would be one of the
last things to accomplish if looking for cost savings in the budget.

DISTRICT COURT

Appearing was Jennifer Kulwicki, District Court Administrator.

Hudkins inquired about the status of the billing software in District Court.  Kulwicki said it will
be discussed at the judges meeting on June 6.  Since things are handled differently in District
Court relative to the JUSTICE system, staff continues to explore how the new software will work
for them.  Schorr thought these types of issues were reviewed at the time the recommendation
was made to move forward with the software and asked if there is any reason to believe that
District Court won’t proceed.  Kulwicki felt the judges are headed in that direction but she was
not sure and offered to update the County Board after June 6.  She added it was her
understanding that the District Court judges made it clear they wanted to first see how JUSTICE
and the billing software would fit together and expressed some hesitancy from the start.
Hudkins said it was the Board’s understanding from the Indigent Defense Committee that, “...all
three courts indicated their support for the project and a willingness and a desire to
participate.”  He noted this was the reason the County Board approved the expenditure. 
Kulwicki said she thinks there are still “tweaks” being made to the system and additional
information gathered.  She offered to relay the Board’s concerns to the judges.
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Raybould inquired about the waiving of juror fees and mileage reimbursement.  Kulwicki said
there has been no real push on these issues.  Troy Hawk, Clerk of the District Court,
commented that the judges felt it was inappropriate for them to ask jurors to waive fees.  He
said the Jury Commissioner does include verbiage in their summons reminding jurors that they
have this option.  With regard to jury orientation, Hawk said since the jury commissioner is
located offsite, each judge provides brief comments before each trial.  He noted that Lancaster
County is the only county in the State whereby the Clerk of the District Court is not the Jury
Commissioner.  Raybould asked if the Jury Commissioner could do a brief orientation.  Hawk
said he could entertain the idea with Election Commissioner Dave Shively.

Schorr questioned the $50,000 budgeted for video conferencing.  Meyer said this would be
“held” until the whole video conferencing issue is resolved, noting there is not enough money to
get all the courtrooms up and running at this time.  Kulwicki said Judge Burns would be happy
to express further why this is important and how costs could be recouped.

Meyer confirmed that District Court’s current Windstream charges are accurate, the University
switchboard is not utilized, VoIP charges will be reduced and the fixed asset inventory is
current.  Kulwicki also provided a brief overview of the microcomputer request.  

Meyer said depending on the numbers, the Board may also need to “squeeze” legal services. 
Kulwicki noted that District Court pays a rate of $75/hour for appointed counsel which is also
considered low.  She added this is an issue the judges would like to explore in the future.

With regard to law clerks, Kulwicki said their salaries were increased this fiscal year but the
judges would like to revisit this issue as well because they feel the salaries are still too low.

Raybould exited the meeting at 1:45 p.m.

DISTRICT COURT CLERK

Appearing was Troy Hawk, Clerk of the District Court.

Hawk provided a brief overview of the budget.  He indicated the $60,000 increase is largely
attributed to personnel costs and the hiring of a Court Services Clerk.  Savings were realized
through a new banking contract and the forfeiture of a cellular phone.  It was noted the office
is still down 1.5 positions.  Meyer questioned temporary salaries.  Hawk said they have a secure
vault in dire need of being inventoried and current staff does not have the time.

With regard to revenue, Hawk said the difference is because the State was in arrears with 4D
payments and made up a quarter this fiscal year.

Meyer confirmed that the Clerk of the District Court does not need additional appropriations,
current Windstream charges are accurate, the University switchboard is not utilized, VoIP
charges will be reduced and the fixed asset inventory is current.  Hawk also provided a brief
overview of the microcomputer request.
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In reference to video conferencing, Meyer questioned past discussions about the State
contributing some funds.  Hawk said the State did provide three I-pads for interpreters. He
estimated there may be $10,000-$12,000 being held in reserve until the State knows whether
or not video conferencing will work.  

751 - Mental Health Board

Hawk noted the budget was reduced by $272.  He said since hours were less than anticipated,
funds were available this fiscal year to purchase a new laptop.  

Meyer asked if $10,000 would be available in this budget should a reduction be needed.  Hawk
said he budgets based on expected costs and removing any amount would be a gamble.   

Schorr asked if the Jury Commissioner would be a better fit under the Clerk of the District
Court.  Hawk indicated that under State Statute, the Jury Commissioner is to reside with the
Clerk of the District Court unless the judges decide to place it with the Election Commissioner. 
He said he briefly explored bringing it back to his office, although, he has not spoken to the
Election Commissioner about it.  Hawk added that it might make sense logistically but,
ultimately, the judges decide.

JUVENILE COURT

Appearing were Theresa Emmert, Juvenile Court Administrator; and Judge Reggie Ryder.

Emmert said the budget is very similar to last year.  It reflects a little over a 1% increase which
is primarily for attorney fees.  She also noted that one very complicated case caused the need
for an additional $40,000 in appropriations for FY14.  Judge Ryder added that there are some
unknowns which may impact the budget - LB561 (change provisions and transfer
responsibilities regarding the juvenile justice system) and appointed attorneys.

Meyer inquired about video conferencing.  Emmert said they currently utilize a mobile cart and
it is working well.  She added they are using it a lot in conjunction with the Kearney and
Geneva facilities and there is a lot of interest in expanding it to another courtroom.  In response
to Schorr’s inquiry, Emmert said while permanent equipment would be ideal, they have not
experienced any problems with the mobile equipment.  Meyer asked if video conferencing will
be used at the Youth Services Center.  Emmert said it could be with the agreement of all
parties.  Judge Ryder added that while he prefers to have juveniles in front of him, there are
times when video conferencing would be beneficial.  With regard to cost savings from video
conferencing, Emmert estimated that roughly $2,000-$2,500 was recently saved by not having
to fly in an expert witness for a hearing.  She felt this would be a good question to ask the
County Attorney’s Office as they hire most expert witnesses.

Hudkins thanked Juvenile Court for using the new billing software.  Emmert said the “bugs” are
still being worked out but it does provide significant time savings for attorneys, judges and
staff.  She referenced that $7,300 in errors were manually detected in 2011, $17,000 in 2012
and $18,000 in 2013 - calculations which are now being caught by the system.
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Schorr thanked Emmert for her expertise and responsiveness with regard to various juvenile
justice issues recently discussed by the Nebraska Association of County Officials (NACO).

Meyer confirmed that Juvenile Court’s current Windstream charges are accurate, the University
switchboard is not utilized, VoIP charges will be reduced and the fixed asset inventory is
current.  Emmert also provided an overview of the microcomputer request. 

JUVENILE PROBATION

Appearing were Lori Griggs, Chief Probation Officer; Autumn Crable, Office Manager; and
Wendy Barrera, Juvenile Drug Court Coordinator.

With regard to personnel, Griggs said she needs to hire six (6) more probation officers and one
clerical position.  She is also monitoring the need for an additional drug technician.  She noted
the space remodel is complete and many work stations were equipped with surplus furniture.

Griggs noted the contracts for home detention officers were revised to include electronic
monitoring services for the rest of the fiscal year.  She said she added $36,000 to the FY15
budget as a safe guard for this purpose.  Should that funding go away, Griggs indicated that
she would use CEDARS and State funding for anyone on monitors.

Raybould returned to the meeting at 2:33 p.m.

Meyer said a long-standing question has been, “Should the State or the County pay for Drug
Court?”  Griggs said she was not aware of discussions at the State level and added the Drug
Court team - made up of the County Attorney’s Office, Public Defender’s Office, Judge Thorson
and the Coordinator - drives the usage of the program.  Barrera said if the program operations
change, it would  fundamentally change the philosophy.  She added there are a lot of questions
which need to be answered but no decisions have been made to date.

In reference to Information Services charges, Griggs noted this line item includes their
microcomputer request ($29,767.86).  She said their priority would be the nineteen (19)
computers.  She also requested nine (9) laptops for high risk probation officers but they could
get by with a couple less or even switching to less expensive I-pads.  Raybould asked if laptops
could be checked out as needed.  Griggs said they have been shared thus far but it would be
ideal for each officer to have access to one in the field.  Raybould questioned whether more
laptops and less desktops would provide more flexibility.  Griggs pointed out that there are
certain things on the network which are only accessible via a desktop computer.

Meyer confirmed that Juvenile Probation’s current Windstream charges are accurate, the
University switchboard is not utilized and fixed asset inventory is current.  He noted the
following changes: VoIP charges will be coded separately and reduced, $36,000 will be
removed from Other Miscellaneous Contracted Services and $29,767.86 will be transferred to
the microcomputer fund for an estimated total budget reduction of nearly $70,000.  Meyer said
he also included $50,000 in the revenue budget (second year of State funding related to
LB464).
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The meeting recessed at 2:45 p.m.

The meeting reconvened at 2:51 p.m.

PUBLIC DEFENDER

Appearing were Dennis Keefe, Public Defender; Joe Nigro; and Monica Ross-Williams, Office
Administrator.

Nigro provided a brief overview of the budget request.  He noted two new attorneys were
approved at mid-year with one designated to felonies which will save money on assigned
counsel fees.  Nigro said the felony caseload continues to grow and now warrants an additional
attorney.  He said upon taking office in January, he will continue to cover Drug Court and other
miscellaneous dockets freeing up another attorney to assist with felonies.  He did, however,
apprize the County Board that he may be requesting another attorney a year from now.  With
regard to FY15, a request has been made for 1.5 additional attorneys to be hired starting in
January to assist with Juvenile Court.  Currently, there are three attorneys covering four
courtrooms.  Having an additional attorney would allow each more time to review reports, meet
with clients, etc.  Nigro stated that additional burdens have been placed on the office due to
LB464 and LB561.  He said while these bills advanced juvenile justice in Nebraska and will likely
make a better system, they come with additional costs.

Hudkins questioned the use of video conferencing.  Nigro said it could be utilized in some cases. 
Keefe added that it is important for them to build a rapport with their clients and this requires
face-to-face meetings.  It was noted that in some cases, video conferencing may not be option.

Meyer confirmed that no additional appropriations are needed for FY14, Windstream charges
are accurate, the University switchboard is not utilized, the VoIP budget will be reduced and the
fixed asset inventory is current.  With regard to the microcomputer request, Keefe said it has
been his practice to replace one-fourth of the office’s computers annually.

In reference to contracts, Keefe said one is with Nebraska Legal Aid for law violations and
status cases in Juvenile Court whereby the Public Defender’s Office has a conflict of interest. 
Another is for abuse and neglect cases.  He distributed a  breakdown of these cases by month
and attorney time.  (See Exhibit A).  Keefe said the law violation and status cases have gone
over the caseload limit and projected the County will be spending $18,000 more this year.  He
recommended that the County re-evaluate how cases will be counted in this contract if it is to
be renewed in the future.  He added the new billing software should help recognize how much
is being spent on private counsel for these cases.  

On a final note, Nigro stated that he handles the not guilty by reason of insanity (NRRI) cases
and some of his clients were recently at-risk of returning to the Regional Center.  He added the
County owes an enormous debt to Blue Valley Behavioral Health for taking on these cases as
their day treatment program is very comparable to the former Community Mental Health
Center’s (CMHC) partial hospitalization program.  (Note: The CMHC was recently privatized and
the new provider does not offer such a program.)  
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COUNTY ATTORNEY

Appearing was Pat Condon, Chief Deputy County Attorney.

Condon distributed a letter from Lancaster County Attorney Joe Kelly regarding the FY15
budget (See Exhibit B).

With regard to the microcomputer request, Condon said this information was not available in
time to submit with the other budget documents.  He indicated their office also tries to replace
a portion of their machines annually and gave an overview of their current inventory and a
potential future replacement program (See Exhibit C).  Condon noted that this year’s request
includes 18 desktops and 7 laptops totaling $19,866.89.    

Meyer questioned whether any cost savings could be realized by the County Attorney’s Office
through video conferencing.  Condon indicated that video conferencing didn’t work with one
case recently in Juvenile Court as there was some technical difficulty in presenting documents
to the expert witness.  He felt it also wouldn’t be that effective for trials or terminations.

Meyer confirmed that Windstream charges are accurate, the University switchboard is not
utilized, the VoIP budget will be reduced and the fixed asset inventory is current.

Condon addressed the request for a new paralegal in the Juvenile Division.  He said additional
help will be needed due to the passage of LB464 and LB561.   

CORRECTIONS

Appearing was Mike Thurber, Corrections Director; and Angie Koziol, Business Manager.

A summary analysis of the requested budget was distributed (See Exhibit D).  Thurber noted
page two includes a graph of average population by month for 2002, 2013 and 2014 with a
daily population high of 616.  He said this is the first full budget at 100% employment, thus, it
reflects an increase in salaries of nearly $966,000.  He mentioned that they will be taking over
grounds maintenance next Spring and he would like to add a staff person at mid-year to help
with this, as well as to assist with reinstitution of the inmate work crews who previously
assisted departments at no cost with moving furniture and other tasks.  (The program was
halted during the jail’s transition to its new location.)  Schorr noted that fees will likely be
charged to any non-County agency in the future for this service.

Thurber voiced concern over their $186,000 increase in Information Services.  Meyer said a
large part of this is attributed to the increase in the number of users.  Thurber also reminded
the Board that the $1,700,000 District Energy Corporation debt service is included in his
budget.  It was noted that funds budgeted for Metroplex Debt Service ($131,500) and Capital
Outlay ($164,300) will be removed from the Corrections budget.  Meyer said the latter will be
paid out of the jail savings fund on an ongoing basis until that fund is depleted.  Thurber added
that revenues also appear to be on target.
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Thurber reported on a new partnership with Southeast Community College to assist inmates
with obtaining food handler permits.  Currently this is a free program funded by commissary
fees.  Other pilot programs are also being offered through various community organizations and
volunteers.

Meyer confirmed that no additional appropriations are needed for FY14, Windstream charges
are minimal and accurate, the University switchboard is not utilized, the VoIP budget will be
reduced and the fixed asset inventory is current.  He verified that he has also been depositing
some funds into the Corrections account related to the sale of their surplus property.  (No
microcomputer request was submitted for FY15.)

With regard to video conferencing, Thurber said the jail currently has one room available with
one link to the courts and another that is private.  He added while they conduct about 1,000
video conferences per month, the room is only being used one hour per day (typically 9:30-
10:30 a.m.), thus, ideally he would like to see all the time slots filled on a daily basis before
expanding to other rooms.  Thurber confirmed that an additional room is available should the
need arise to expand video conferencing.

MISCELLANEOUS BUDGETS

803 - Human Services

Meyer mentioned the Joint Budget Committee numbers are staying the same.  He included an
estimated 3% increase for the Health Department and Aging Services budgets until the City
budget has been finalized.  Additionally, the County’s share of Rural Transit will decrease
slightly.  New budget items include $3,000 to Blue Valley Behavioral Health for annual
evaluations of NRRI cases (not guilty by reason of insanity).  

With regard to Region V matches, Meyer said Lancaster County is currently paying just over
$900,000.  Taking into consideration the over/under per capita, this would reflect an over
payment of $408,000 for FY15.  Thorpe added that the Community Mental Health Center’s
(CMHC) Sex Offender Treatment Program is moving to Counseling Affiliates of Nebraska, LLC
(Mary Payne, PhD).  Thorpe was contacted by Gene Cotter, Chief Probation Officer, who was
concerned that as of July 1, 2014, 26 clients will be without a payer source.  A meeting is
planned with all interested parties, including Region V, on May 30 to discuss this issue.  Thorpe
explained that over the years, Lancaster County has been funding the bill for out-of-state and
out-of-county sex offenders and felt it should be impressed upon the Region(s) that they are
responsible for this treatment - not the counties.  Schorr suggested that the County Board’s
Region V representative contact CJ Johnson, Region V Systems Administrator, and request his
attendance at the meeting.  Additionally, the treatment of NRRI cases was not included in the
Request for Proposal (RFP) released by Region V for the transfer of mental health services from
Lancaster County to other providers.  Meyer said it might be good to invite Region V to a future
staff meeting to address the funding issue.  Schorr said she would also like a follow-up on the
funds reserved for the transition of mental health services.  Meyer indicated $330,000 (out of
$500,000) has been paid to date.
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Fund 028 - Keno Fund

Meyer said $70,000-$75,000 will be left over for video conferencing.  He will be transferring
$1,000,000 to the General Fund for property tax relief prior to June 30, 2014 and recommended
that the same be done in FY15.

Raybould asked if keno funds could pay for the Sheriff’s radios.  Meyer said this is currently
built into the Justice Miscellaneous Fund (628).  

Schorr noted she is not too excited about expanding video conferencing, particularly in District
Court, until they decide if they want to utilize the new billing software. 

Fund 041 - Debt Service

Meyer said the County is close to being out of debt.  He estimated the need to levy $520,000
annually for debt service over the next two fiscal years.

WRAP-UP

Meyer recapped the following proposed changes to the overall budget:
1. $340,000 reduction in expenditures for General Assistance;
2. $300,000 reduction in debt service and capital outlay for Corrections;
3. $1,000,000 transfer to General Fund from Keno Fund;
4. Review of the Region V match; and
5. Transfer of Lancaster Manor proceeds to the Self-Insurance Fund.

ADJOURNMENT

MOTION:  Smoyer moved and Amundson seconded to adjourn the meeting at 4:32 p.m. 
Schorr, Amundson, Raybould, Smoyer and Hudkins voted aye.  Motion carried 5-0.

Dan Nolte
Lancaster County Clerk






























