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2019 
Fireworks 
Calendar 
The State of Texas authorizes the sale of fireworks 

during six periods annually. During the Fourth 

of July and December holiday firework periods, 

fireworks sales are permitted absent a finding by the 

commissioners court that drought conditions exist. For 

the Texas Independence Day, San Jacinto Day, Cinco 

de Mayo, and Memorial Day fireworks periods, the 

commissioners court has discretion as to whether or 

not sales will be allowed.

The commissioners court must adopt the order to 

regulate fireworks in the areas of the county where 

drought conditions exist before June 15 for Fourth 

of July, and before Dec.15 for the December fireworks 

season. 

The commissioners court must adopt the discretionary 

fireworks authorization order before Feb. 15 for Texas 

Independence Day, before April 1 for San Jacinto Day, 

before April 25 for Cinco de Mayo (only counties not 

more than 100 miles from Texas-Mexico border), and 

before May 15 for Memorial Day.

The  symbol indicates the last day the 

commissioners court may adopt the fireworks 

authorization order, or the order regulating the sale 

and use of certain fireworks.

For more information, sample orders, and FAQs  

visit county.org/fireworks or call the TAC Helpline at 

(888) ASK-TAC4.
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President’s Report

Larry GallardO
Hidalgo County Constable  
and TAC President

People are flocking to Texas 
and I don’t blame them.  
It’s a great place to live. 

 

Two years flew by in the blink of an eye. And the last two years serving as 
your president has been no different. It feels like just yesterday when I took 
office, and I will certainly miss my time working closely with Executive 

Director Susan M. Redford, the TAC staff, Board of Directors and other county 
officials.

During my tenure as TAC president, we celebrated TAC’s 50th anniversary, and I 
learned what an integral part the Association is to every county official across the 
state. In addition to its presence at the Capitol during the 86th Legislative Session, 
TAC provides so many invaluable services to all counties and all offices, including 
affordable risk and health coverage, education and training, legal services, 
organizing and managing conferences for affiliate associations, and so much more. 
Over the past two years, I was lucky to witness the many ways TAC impacts Texas 
counties. 

This past year has brought many challenges to Texas counties — mostly during 
the legislative session and its aftermath. We still face a great many hurdles to 
jump over due to Senate Bill 2, but with the continued diligent support of TAC’s 
Legislative Services Department, as well as the leadership of TAC staff and Board, 
I believe we will right the ship.

I had the rare opportunity as TAC President to work closely with two different 
Executive Directors. After former Executive Director Gene Terry’s retirement at 
the end of 2018, the Board selected former Ector County Judge Susan M. Redford 
as TAC’s new Executive Director. Though very different in certain ways, both 
Terry and Redford exemplify the characteristics of top-notch leadership. It was a 
wonderful experience to work with each of them.

Something that has always been dear to me is the employees. TAC is only as 
good as its employees, and I have always considered how to provide the best to 
TAC employees. I believe when you have good leaders, others follow. It shows when 
TAC provides great service to counties all across the state. This is what makes us 
strong. 

It was an honor and privilege to serve as President of the Texas Association of 
Counties, and I plan to continue to pursue and develop ways to provide services and 
support to counties. While no longer president, I will still be actively involved with 
TAC as I continue my “day job” as Hidalgo County Constable. I will also continue 
to engage with and learn from all the other amazing elected officials who make up 
TAC’s membership. Together we are stronger. We are always 254 strong! *

It Has Been an Honor to Serve TAC and Texas Counties



By Susan M. Redford |  Executive Director’S Report  | ★

Executive Director’s Report

Susan M. Redford
Executive Director 
Texas Association of Counties
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Winter holidays are here, but — in honor of Veterans Day — I wanted to 
take a minute to thank all of the veterans who leave military service and 
choose to work for county government in Texas, either as elected officials 

or as county law enforcement, firefighters and other staff.  We are grateful for your 
service and grateful that you have decided that local government allows you to 
continue helping your fellow citizens.

Everyone in county government plays an essential role in protecting the 
taxpayers’ private data from hackers who use seemingly innocent, even routine 
email with links or attachments that infect a computer network once they are 
opened. Since 2013, there have been a reported 169 attacks on local government. 
In August 2019, hackers targeted 22 local governments in Texas. Several of these 
were counties. In one instance attackers asked for a collective $2.5 million in 
ransom to unlock files. Approximately 17% of local government victims of these 
attacks had no choice but to pay ransom for the return of their data. The 86th 
Texas Legislature passed House Bill 3834, requiring the employees of all Texas 
counties to complete a cybersecurity awareness course certified by the Department 
of Information Resources by June 14, 2020. TAC will be offering a DIR-certified 
class free to our members. Please watch for more information early next year on 
www.county.org.

Speaking of deadlines, the TAC Risk Management Pool Safety Achievement 
and Excellence in Safety awards application deadline is Dec. 15.  Every year TAC 
RMP recognizes member counties for their commitment to controlling claims costs 
and improving safety and loss control programs. You can find out more about the 
application process at www.county.org/riskmanagement.

We at TAC have a lot to be thankful for this year. This year has seen a lot of 
changes, which we have undertaken to better serve our members. Service is at 
the core of our mission. To that end, TAC employees embarked in November on 
an ambitious initiative to build a culture based on accountability, teamwork, 
continuous improvement and delivering, without fail, unbelievable customer 
service. We also learned in November that the Austin American-Statesman 
selected TAC the No. 1 midsized company to work for in the Austin metropolitan 
area. I know I can speak for the entire TAC team when I say that our dedication to 
serving county government is at the core of our success this year and every year. In 
2020, we plan to find new and innovative ways to help Texas counties deliver.

On a final note, I want to thank Constable Larry Gallardo for his dedicated 
service to TAC. He has served as the President of TAC for the past two years and 
has been a continuous source of support for our employees during a time of great 
change. Larry’s tenure as President has been landmark, being the first Hispanic to 
serve in this capacity. This is a true testament to the person and leader that he is, 
dedicating endless hours to furthering TAC’s mission. On behalf of the staff at the 
Texas Association of Counties, thank you, Larry!

We appreciate each of you and the trust you place in TAC. We wish you a Merry 
Christmas and a safe and joyous holiday season. *

County government key to protecting citizens
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How long have you been the McCulloch County 
Justice of the Peace?

I was appointed in April 2013 to 
fill the unexpired term of Judge Bill 
Robinett. I am in my sixth year. 

Prior to your election, what kind of work did 
you do? How did you get interested in running 
for office?

Previously, I worked for over 20 
years for the state of Texas with the 
Texas Department of Family and 
Protective Services (CPS). I just woke 
up one morning and heard of Judge 
Robinett’s early retirement on the 
radio and told my husband, “I think 
I could do a good job as Justice of the 
Peace.” He turned around and said, 

In all 254 counties, county government is a full-time job. Texas county government officials dedicate their careers and lives to public service 
and are the foremost experts on the challenges their neighbors face each day. County government officials are as diverse as the Texans 
who elect them, coming from every background imaginable. But as a group, they have one thing in common: From El Paso to Newton and 
from Dallam to Cameron, county officials are dedicated and committed to keeping Texas strong. Here, county officials talk about their 
passion for public service. (Interviews here have been edited for brevity.) *

“I know you can.” I was traveling 
more than 2,000 miles a month, and 
I wanted to quit traveling out of the 
county but continue to help others. 

What was the biggest surprise or adjustment 
after taking office? 

I think the biggest surprise of how 
a small county operates versus a 
large state agency logistically works 
was very eye-opening. In regards to 
staff training, technology support, 
budgeting and human resources, 
everything is different in a smaller 
workplace. As an elected official, I had 
to become very knowledgeable in each 
role and wear many hats.

What are some of the most difficult 
challenges you’ve faced, and what advice 
would you give your peers across the 
state that may face the same or similar 
challenges?

The most difficult challenge for 
me has been that there are just not 
enough hours in the day to complete 
some job tasks. There are days when 
an immediate issue comes up that 
needs attention right then, and then 
when I return to the office where none 
of the tasks I wanted to complete get 
addressed — they just have to wait 
till the next day. There is never a dull 
moment in the daily life of a JP office. 
We are always very busy.
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I really believe that as long as you 
continue to enjoy serving others, 
treat everyone with respect and 
dignity, and be accountable to your 
constituents and co-workers, then life 
in the workplace will be productive 
and enjoyable. We all have tough 
decisions to make, but at the end of 
the day, you need to feel calm about 
how things will look the next day.

Since taking office, what accomplishment are 
you most proud of?

I think it is not just my 
accomplishment but my whole 
department’s accomplishment. Staff 
continues to offer feedback and 
suggestions about the day-to-day 
operations that are effective or those 
that are not. We have set yearly goals 
for the office, as well as individual 
goals. Everyone continues to attend 
more training. We work on building 
a successful office every day through 
successes and failures.

What do you find are the most successful 
methods for reaching out to the residents of 
McCulloch County to communicate what your 
office is doing and why?

As high-tech as the world has 
become about social media and 
technology, it seems like the best two 
sources for immediate dissemination 
of information in our small town are 
the local radio station, KNEL AM/FM, 
and the local newspaper, The Brady 
Standard-Herald. The radio station 
broadcasts jury duty cancellations 
and weather closures quickly and 
efficiently. The paper has a Facebook 
page that also gets out immediate 
livestream information on emergency 
management issues. Both are very 
traditional but still the most effective 
way to let residents know what is 
going on concerning our office.

When you’re not at work, what are you doing? 
Do you have any hobbies or something unique 
that you’re interested in that may surprise 
your colleagues?

I tell everyone that I am an awesome 
golfer, gardener and guitar player 
when in reality, I am just average. But 
I have been known to use my entire 
off days doing any one of those three 
things. All of those things bring a 
smile to my face. My unique interest is 
that I very badly want to be a skilled 
welder. I have purchased every item 
that is available to help me advance 
my skills. I have welding helmets, 
glasses, tables, clamps, vests, gloves, 
etc., but every time a little spark heads 
in my direction, I still scream like a 
girl!

What is your favorite thing about McCulloch 
County?

 My favorite thing about McCulloch 
County is the genuine hometown 
feel. People pull together to provide 
help. People always come together 
in sincerity and it is powerful. The 
community is small enough that we 
still all know each other’s faults, 
talents, children, and have no fear in 
expressing our love for family. ★
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TAC Employee Spotlight: 
Sr. Systems Administrator Matt Bruns

Imagine a day without email. That 
may sound like a quiet reprieve 
from the daily cacophony of Inbox 

notifications, but now imagine along 
with no email there is no phone service, 
no access to a printer or scanner, and 
no internet. That doesn’t sound so 
peaceful now. Those technological tools 
are used by all of us every day and 
without them, we would be woefully 
under-informed and likely highly 
agitated. Now imagine, an association 
with more than 165 employees without 
those vital tools. That would be a 
nightmare!                                                      
    At the Texas Association of Counties 
(TAC), staff relies on easy access to 
all of those tools and more to support 
members. To ensure TAC stays online 
and in action, a team of highly trained 
professionals works tirelessly to 
maintain servers, upgrade computers, 
troubleshoot hardware problems and 
safeguard against cyber threats. TAC 
Sr. Systems Administrator Matt Bruns 
is one of those on the front line inside 
the TAC building, making sure it stays 
connected to the outside world. 
     After working for Austin 
Independent School District as a 
teacher’s assistant for several years, 
Bruns started his career at TAC 13 
years ago in the Education Department 
as the main audiovisual tech. “I’d 
maintain all the technology and gear 
at the conferences TAC produces,” he 
said. After about three years, he moved 
to the Information Technology (IT) 
Services Department. 
     No day is the same, he said, and 
he is pretty much always on-call. 
“Just the other weekend, there was a 
power outage on multiple floors of the 
building, including where the server 
room is. I had to make sure there 
was no physical downtime by coming 
in early to power on the necessary 
equipment,” he said. “I like working in 
IT because it’s living by my wits. I have 
to figure things out.” 

     Problem-solving and technical 
aptitude are only a couple of the 
skills needed to make a great systems 
administrator; they also have to have 
curiosity and endurance. “IT never 
sleeps, and Bruns has had many 
sleepless nights either responding to 
network issues, working on upgrades or 
simply helping an employee during off-
hours,” said Director of Administration 
Lisa Garcia. “Matt’s leadership, 
commitment to TAC and willingness 
to mentor his colleagues doesn’t go 
unnoticed. TAC is very fortunate to 
have someone of his caliber and loyalty.” 
     His team is also very tight-knit 
and rely heavily on each other to keep 
everything working. “Matt serves a 
critical role in IT Services’ mission to 
support TAC and our members,” said 
IT Services Manager Jonathan Turner. 
“As the most senior member of the 
Infrastructure Services team, he brings 
a wealth of operational knowledge and 
a real commitment to TAC’s core values. 
We are extraordinarily lucky to have 
him.” 
     Bruns is usually behind the scenes 
keeping the show running quietly with 
his head down, but this past year he 
put his education background to use out 
in the field. “One of the things I really 
enjoyed was speaking on cybersecurity 
to our members. That’s been a lot of fun 
to actually meet the members in their 
county — not just at TAC,” he said. 
     But it’s his TAC family that he most 
enjoys. “The best thing about TAC is my 
coworkers. Some of my best friends are 
here in TAC,” he said. That feeling is 
reciprocated throughout the Association. 
“Matt is a genuinely thoughtful and 
entertaining guy who enjoys playing 
guitar, hunting and doting on his 2-year-
old daughter, Olive,” Turner said. 
     Bruns is another shining example 
of how each member of the TAC staff, 
whether inside a server room or out in 
the field, serves our members with pride 
and integrity. ★
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COUNTY BEST PRACTICES AWARDS SPOTLIGHT

MIDLAND COUNTY: RECOGNITION PROGRAM 
CELEBRATES COUNTY EMPLOYEES, BOOSTS MORALE

After a decade of successfully 
delivering several new milestone 
projects to the public, Midland County 
leaders decided it was time to properly 
honor the county’s greatest assets 
who help deliver those projects — its 
employees.

In recognition, the Texas Association 
of Counties (TAC) has given a 2018 
County Best Practices Award to 
Midland County for its I.M.P.A.C.T.S. 
Values Program.

Through the program, county 
employees have embraced Midland 
County’s six core values — integrity, 
compassion, diligence, accountability, 
respect and trust — and are regularly 
praised for their demonstration 
of Influence More People, Actions, 
Character, Trust and Service 
(I.M.P.A.C.T.S.).

The program encourages peers to 
nominate outstanding coworkers who 
demonstrate the county’s six core 

values. One Honoree of the Month is 
selected by committee to be recognized 
by a Celebration Squad. Employee 
morale and enthusiasm are reportedly 
at an all-time high.

“This program is simple, but it’s 
innovative,” said Court Administrator 
Jenny Hilton. “It allows departments 
to come together and collaborate on 
recognizing and honoring incredibly 
hard-working employees.” The 
invitation to recognize a county 
employee is also extended to the public. 
“Thank you” postcards are available in 
every Midland County facility and are, 
upon entry, delivered to the employee’s 
supervisor.

“I’m encouraged by the intentional 
leadership of Midland County’s 
officials to recognize county employees’ 
dedication,” said TAC Executive 
Director Susan M. Redford. “Residents 
surely benefit when an employee is 
positively motivated. We hope this 
award inspires other counties to 
leverage more best practices and 
continue discovering new solutions to 
better serve Texans.”

The biennial program recognizes 
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Midland County was one of eight Texas counties selected to 
receive a TAC 2018 County Best Practices Award. Nominations for 
the 2020 awards program are now being accepted. See the article 
below to learn more. Visit www.county.org/bestpractices for the 
nomination form.

the efforts of county leaders in implementing innovative, 
scalable and replicable solutions to challenges facing 
local government throughout Texas. Areas of focus 
include financial and general management, public safety 
and corrections, health and human services, technology, 
community improvements and other county-related 
responsibilities.

Nominations Sought for 2020 County Best Practices Awards
Counties have until March 31, 2020, to submit a nomination for the 2020 County Best Practices Awards for proven solutions to 
common county concerns that are also replicable.

Every two years TAC recognizes county leaders’ efforts to create new, efficient and effective solutions to challenges facing local 
governments. These solutions include innovative programs, increased delivery of services and superior achievements in all areas 
of county operations. Examples include:

• Financial and general management

• Public safety and corrections

• Health and human services

• Technology

• Community improvements

• Other county-related responsibilities.

Visit www.county.org/bestpractices to learn more about the awards, see information about past recipients and to apply. 
Nominations for the 2020 awards program are now being accepted. See the article below to learn more. Visit www.county.org/
bestpractices for the nomination form. Submit any questions to bestpractices@county.org.



★ |  CLIPBOARD  | News You Can Use

 12 NOV./DEC. 2019 ★ county.org/magazine

Popular Member Portal Celebrates 1st Birthday
Members update contact info, register for events, pay dues

One year since its launch, a 50/50 
mix of more than 4,200 elected officials 
and county staff have logged on to 
claim their accounts on TAC’s new 
Member Portal. 

The portal rolled out August 2018 
as one of the interactive features on 
TAC’s revamped website, which also 
includes an updated mobile-friendly 
look, enhanced navigation and the 
County Jobs Roundup.

“The portal makes many activities 
quick and easy and most convenient,” 
said Bell County Clerk Shelley Coston, 
who has logged on to pay her County 
and District Clerks’ Association of 
Texas dues and to register herself and 
others for education events. 

Through the Member Portal, users 
can not only update their contact 
information but also securely register 
and pay for a TAC or TAC-managed 
event and pay their TAC or association 
dues. TAC provides affiliate county 
official organizations an array of 
services including event registration 
and dues collection and management.

During the past year, the portal has 
enabled more than 5,750 individual 
online registrations for events — 
including 253 counties and 83 political 
subdivisions and companies.

“The TAC Member Portal and event 
registration is like having a one stop 
shop,” said Bandera County District 
Clerk Tammy Kneuper, who checks her 
member profile to ensure it contains 
the correct information whenever she 
logs in.

TAC encourages members who 
haven’t yet logged on to do so to claim 
their user name and update their 

Member Portal How-To Tips
Click the “Member Login” link on the upper right corner of the screen on www.county.org. 

First-time portal users: 
➠ Click “Forgot username?” ➠ Enter your email address and click “Submit.”
➠ Check your inbox for a TAC email with your username and logon instructions.
If you receive a message that your email address cannot be found:
➠ Click “Create a new account.” ➠ Enter required fields marked with an *. ➠ Click “Save.”

Return portal users: Just log in with your username (email address) and password.

contact information. Members can find 
a link to the portal at the top right 
of TAC’s website, www.county.org, or 
go directly to it at www.county.org/
memberportal. 

Those who need login assistance 
should contact TAC Membership 
Services by email at  
TACMembership@county.org or call 
(800) 456-5974.
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Texas Counties are “Stepping Up”  
to Reduce Mental Illness in Jails

In counties across the country, 
local jails struggle daily with the 
challenges stemming from having too 
many people with mental illnesses in 
custody. Nationally, an estimated 2 
million jail admissions a year involve 
a person with a serious mental illness 
like bipolar disorder or schizophrenia. 
Three-quarters of these individuals 
have co-occurring substance use 
disorders. 

Often, people are arrested for 
minor crimes like trespassing, public 
intoxication or other minor offenses 
that are typically associated more with 
symptoms of a person’s illness than an 
intent to do harm. Once incarcerated, 
people with mental illnesses tend to 
stay longer in jail and upon release 
are at a higher risk of returning than 
individuals without these illnesses. 

Without comprehensive systems 
of care in place to serve people with 
these illnesses, hospital emergency 
departments and jails are often 
the first response when a person is 
experiencing a mental health crisis. 
Lack of funding and care providers — 
particularly  in rural areas —  has led 
to jails becoming de facto treatment 
facilities for people with mental 
illnesses.  

The large number of people cycling 
in and out of county-run jails and 
emergency departments comes 
at a great financial cost to county 
governments and at personal and 
societal costs to communities, families 
and individuals.

County leaders have recognized 
the need to act. In 2015, the National 
Association of Counties (NACo) and 
its partners at The Council of State 
Governments Justice Center and the 
American Psychiatric Association 
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Foundation launched Stepping Up: A National Initiative to 
Reduce the Number of People with Mental Illnesses in Jails. 

Since the initiative started, more than 500 counties in 
43 states have passed Stepping Up resolutions pledging to 
work with community partners to develop comprehensive 
plans for systems-level change. This includes 12 counties 
in Texas at the time of this writing. Bell, Bexar, Brazos, 
Dallas, El Paso, Fort Bend, Lubbock, McLennan, Tarrant, 
Travis, Waller and Wise counties have stepped up to join this 
groundbreaking initiative. 

Texas county leaders are fostering partnerships between 
traditionally siloed systems like behavioral health, law 
enforcement, the courts and housing systems to develop 
policies and programs to keep people out of jails in the first 
place and to help them transition back into the community 
after being in custody.

Department leaders in these counties are building 
systems to share data and identify areas for improvement. 
The active use of data is helping counties recognize where 
individuals are falling through the cracks and where better 
efforts can be made to connect people to health care, housing 
and treatment services. Counties are hiring employees who 
have personal experiences with mental illnesses and the 
justice system to help link people to these services.

In early 2019, Lubbock County became one of 15 counties 
nationwide nominated as a Stepping Up Innovator County. 
Lubbock County has implemented strategies to accurately 
identify people in jails who have serious mental illness, 
collect and share data on these individuals to better connect 
them to treatment and services and use this information to 
inform local policies and practices. 

This is just one example of the significant work happening 
in Texas counties to address this challenge. We know that 
many more counties are starting or enhancing efforts to 
reduce the number of people with mental illnesses in jails. 

If you are interested in getting Stepping Up launched in 
your county visit www.StepUpTogether.org. The Stepping 
Up website offers a variety of resources such as webinars, 
planning exercises, a self-assessment tool, case studies and 
research to help guide counties through the process. 

Nastassia Walsh is the associate program director for 
justice at the National Association of Counties. Feel free to 
contact her at nwalsh@naco.org or (202) 942-4289 for more 
information.

Registration Now Open for 
Healthy County Bootcamp 2020

Healthy County Boot Camp will be held Feb. 12-14, 2020, at 
the Renaissance Austin Hotel. Wellness industry experts and 
your peers will share powerful tips, strategies and resources 
you can use to help county officials and employees lead 
healthier lives.

Great at-work wellness programs are built with workplace 
culture in mind. They raise employees up, helping them meet 
their individual potential and increasing the capabilities of 
the whole organization. Counties that embrace wellness 
see increased employee productivity, improved morale and 
stronger workplace loyalty. A healthier lifestyle translates 
into lower absenteeism, lower health care costs and fewer 
workers’ compensation claims.

Reimbursement Information:
TAC’s Health and Employee Benefits Pool members are 

eligible for reimbursement, which includes a two-night stay 
at the Renaissance Austin Hotel of up to $169 per night and 
travel expenses (airline, mileage, cab fare or car rental at 
airport) up to $300. 

For more information, contact your Wellness Consultant or 
Amy Lawson at (800) 456-5974.
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TAC Risk Management Pool (TAC RMP) members who 
meet certain criteria can apply online through Dec. 15 
for the 2019 Safety Achievement and Excellence in Safety 
awards. 

Recipients will be announced February 2020 and honored 
during a special dinner at the 2020 County Management 
and Risk Conference in Galveston, April 1-3, 2020. They 
will be reimbursed for conference lodging costs. This is in 
addition to the reimbursement TAC provides to two Pool 
members per county for most travel expenses to attend.

The TAC RMP Awards Program rewards and recognizes 
member counties and governmental entities for their 
commitment to controlling claims costs and developing and 
improving safety and loss control programs. TAC RMP has 
presented these awards for more than a decade.

Safety Achievement Award 
TAC RMP will present the Safety Achievement Award 

to Workers’ Compensation (WC) Program participants 

who have a 2018 Loss Ratio of 65% or less (determined 
by the TAC RMP Awards Committee) and to those who 
demonstrate they meet the award criteria. 

Excellence in Safety Award 
TAC RMP will present the Excellence in Safety Award 

to WC Program participants who have a 2018 Loss Ratio 
of 50% or less (determined by the TAC RMP Awards 
Committee) and who demonstrate they have met the 
criteria.  

More Info and Application
Details about the award criteria, the application forms 

and information about all program awards are available at 
www.county.org/TACRMPawards.

TAC Risk Control and Risk Management consultants can 
answer questions at (800) 546-5974.

Application Deadline Dec.15 for Safety Achievement 
and Excellence in Safety Awards 

TAC Welcomes Newly Appointed Officials
The following county officials were recently appointed to office. TAC welcomes them to their new positions and thanks them  
for their service to county government and Texas residents.

Leticia Vazquez 
Bexar County Constable, Pct. 2

Bobby Howell 
Bowie County Judge

Jennifer Beckett 
Bowie County Auditor

Adreana Gonzalez 
Dawson County District Clerk

Rhonda Martin 
Dawson County Auditor

Janet Martin 
Ellis County Auditor

Marla White 
Franklin County Auditor

Mike Grisham 
Gregg County Constable, Pct. 1

John Slagle 
Gregg County Constable, Pct. 3

Andrea Ferguson 
Hood County Tax Assessor-Collector

Thomas Neely 
Hudspeth County Judge

Bruce Ballard 
Hunt County Auditor

Albert Martinez 
Jim Wells County Constable, Pct. 1

Tanya Shelton 
Kerr County Auditor

Trey Poage 
King County Attorney

Hunter Embesi 
Knox County Sheriff

Mark Haby 
Medina County District Attorney

Bill Tschirhart 
Medina County Justice of the Peace, Pct. 2

Mark Haby 
Real County District Attorney

Barbara Shurbet 
Titus County Auditor

Mark Haby 
Uvalde County District Attorney
This list may be incomplete. Please submit new county official 
appointments to TAC Membership Manager Frank Baca at  
frankb@county.org.
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Legislative

Grant Opportunities
New Online Resource from TAC Legislative Services

To assist counties’ efforts in 
supplementing ad valorem tax 
revenue, the TAC Legislative Services 
team now provides information 
regarding grant opportunities 
available to Texas counties. Access the 
page directly at www.county.org/grants. 

The information consists of links 
to grant announcements, funding 
alerts and grant-finding resources 
that already exist and are available on 
funding agencies’ websites. The grant 
opportunities identified by TAC staff 
target grants funded through the state 
budget for which counties are eligible.

This is not a comprehensive list of 
all grants available to Texas counties. 
However, the funding opportunities 
page does provide links to grant-
finding resources, which will take you 
to lists that are more comprehensive.  

To make it easier for county staff 
and officials to match grant programs 
with current funding demands, 
grant opportunities are organized by 
subject matter, such as transportation 
infrastructure, behavioral and mental 
health, emergency services, and county 

jails. Grants that affect multiple issues 
are listed under each affected category.  

TAC Legislative Services staff will 
continue to update this information 
on a regular basis. Should you need 

additional information, please contact 
Zelma Smith at zelmas@county.org or 
(800) 456-5974.
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LegalEase: AWW. WHAT’S YOUR TIGER’S NAME?
One of TAC’s guiding principles 

is to help members meet the unique 
challenges of local government. 
LegalEase is a monthly email to county 
officials highlighting timely topics that 
affect county government. We hope 
you find it useful and occasionally 
entertaining. Selected questions 
and answers from those emails are 
featured here in County magazine. 

“The county judge is on a 30-day 
cruise. How is the court expected to do 
business without the judge attending 
commissioners court?”

Q: Can commissioners court meet 
without the county judge being 
present? 

A: Yes. A meeting is a gathering 
called and conducted by a 
commissioners court at which a 
quorum of the court is present and 
receives information from, gives 
information to, asks questions of, or 
receives questions from any third 
person, including a county employee, 
about the public business or policy 
over which the court has supervision 
or control. Tex. Gov’t Code § 551.001(4)
(B). A quorum of the court is three 
members. Tex. Loc. Gov’t Code 
§81.006(a).

“I just found out my new neighbor 
has a tiger for a pet. I own goats and 
cows. Surely you can’t own a tiger. Can 
you?”

Q: Does the county have the 
authority to regulate the ownership of 
a wild animal?

A: Yes. Chapter 822 of the Health 
and Safety Code governs the regulation 
and registration of dangerous wild 
animals. Further, Local Government 
Code, Chapter 240 governs county 
regulation of certain non-domestic 
animals. See our recently updated 
2019 Animal Control Handbook for 
more information.

“The proposed budget was just posted 
and the county judge is giving himself 
a big raise while other elected officials 
are getting nothing.”

Q: Do elected officials have any 
recourse if they are unhappy with 
their proposed salary?

A: Yes. Sections 152.013-.0165 of 
the Local Government Code creates 
a salary grievance process for most 
elected county and precinct officials to 
challenge their salaries, expenses, and 
allowances as set out in the proposed 
budget. Section 152.017 excepts certain 
officials from the salary grievance 
process. If not excepted from the 
salary grievance process under Section 
152.017, an elected official may request 
a hearing before the salary grievance 
committee before the budget’s final 
approval. Tex. Loc. Gov’t Code 
§152.016. You can find out more about 
the salary grievance process in our 
Short Answers to Common Questions 
publication available on county.org/
legal.

HAVE LEGAL QUESTIONS?
TAC’s Legal Services Department is here to help. Call (888) ASKTAC4 or  
(888) 275-8224, or visit www.county.org/helpline, to get assistance with legal 
research or to get more information about legal deadlines.

You can also find resources online. There’s a wide variety of legal publications, a 
legal calendar, disaster resources, AG Opinions and more at www.county.org/legal.
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“I know, I know! Prairie dogs are 
so cute. But, they are taking over the 
county. They’re destroying farmers’ 
fields, and causing havoc on the roads.”

Q: Does the commissioners court 
have any authority to exterminate 
animal pests?

A: Yes. Prairie dogs are a public 
nuisance per Health and Safety Code 
§825.036. The county may distribute 
poison to landowners free of charge 
to exterminate prairie dogs under 
Section 825.021. The commissioners 
court determines the days on which 
the poison will be put out and gives at 
least 20 days’ notice before doing so. 
Health and Safety Code §825.022.

“Our county clerk just appointed 
the sister of one of our county 
commissioners to fill a vacant deputy 
clerk position.”

Q: May an elected official hire the 
relative of another elected official? 

A: It depends. An elected official with 
independent hiring authority may 
hire the relative of another elected 
official. Tex. Att’y Gen. Op. No. DM-
0002 (1991). It is not a violation of the 
nepotism law for the clerk to appoint 
the sister of one of the commissioners 
because the commissioners court does 
not confirm the appointment of deputy 
clerks. Please see our Pitfalls & Perils 
publication for more information 
related to the nepotism laws.

In Memoriam
TAC remembers the county officials who recently passed away. They 
were each dedicated to their office and community. TAC sends heartfelt 
condolences to their families and thanks them for their service.

Hon. Ken Gill 
 Roberts County Commissioner 
Aug. 25, 1948 - Aug. 8, 2019

Hon. D. King 
 Wharton County Commissioner 
Jan. 23, 1955 - July 23, 2019

Hon. Gary Snowden 
Bastrop County Commissioner 
June 11, 1945 - Jan. 3, 2019

Hon. Paul Elizondo 
Bexar County Commissioner 
June 12, 1935 – Dec. 27, 2018

Hon. Bobby Fenton 
Blanco County Constable 

Hon. Frank Huerta 
Brooks County Constable 
April 9, 1956 – June 28, 2019

Hon. David Wigley 
Crosby County Judge 
July 12, 1945 - Feb. 7, 2019

Hon. Kent Walker
Hardin County Justice of the Peace 
Feb. 23, 1959 - Sept. 28, 2019

Hon. Chad Jones 
Kaufman County Constable 
Feb. 25, 1977 - June 12, 2019

Ms. Brenda Doss 
Kerr County Auditor 
Oct. 16, 1960 - Feb. 25, 2019

Hon. J.D. Lambright 
Montgomery County Attorney 
Oct. 25, 1949 - March 9, 2019 

Hon. Jimmy Ashby 
Palo Pinto County Attorney 
May 29, 1942 - May 1, 2019

Hon. Ann Lopez 
Refugio County Commissioner 
Oct. 8, 1944 - Nov. 1, 2019

This list only includes those who we are aware of. Please let us know if there are others who 
should be remembered by contacting tacmembership@county.org.



LEGENDARY 
LEADERSHIP

County officials  
provide direction,  

broad perspective to TAC
By Liz Carmack
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Editor’s Note: As County magazine 
celebrates TAC’s 50th anniversary, 
it has featured a series of articles 
that has looked at the history of 
TAC through the lens of the services 
it provides to counties. This final 
installment covers TAC’s leadership.

In January 2020 County magazine 
will release a commemorative 50th 
anniversary issue with all the 50th 
anniversary articles, timelines and 
photos. H

alf a century ago, county 
leaders successfully fought 
for legislation that allowed 
them to unite through 
the Texas Association of 
Counties (TAC), and since 

1969, they have led TAC’s work to 
support county government.

The Association’s broad array of 
programs and services — from its 
legislative representation, educational 
opportunities, risk pools, and member 
communications, to its technology 
services and legal support — are 
directed by county officials.

Each county office came together 
during the first meeting to form the 
Association in 1969. This cooperative 
effort continues today. Current county 
office holders from each county 
office sit on the TAC Board. They 
establish TAC policy, determine the 
scope of TAC’s services and set the 
Association’s budget.

TAC Board President and Hidalgo 
County Constable Larry Gallardo 
urged officials to get involved and 
said counties across the state benefit 
when all county office-holders come 
together to “fight for our cause for 
better county government and local 
control.”

TAC Milestones Guided by Boards
TAC’s boards have directed 

numerous important milestones in 
the Association’s evolution to serve 
counties’ challenges — from the 
beginning, when TAC served about 
120 members from a small trailer 
on the outskirts of Austin, to today, 
when it serves all 254 counties from 
its multi-story offices just blocks from 
the Texas Capitol. 

In 1969, Dallam County Judge W.D. 
Henson, who was president of the 
County Judges and Commissioners 
Association of Texas at the time, 
stepped up to become TAC’s first 
Board president.  Henson and Greg 
County Judge Bill Owens, who was 
appointed as the Association’s unpaid, 
part-time executive director, averaged 
three days a week in Austin during 
Legislative sessions representing 
county interests at the Capitol. (See 
“Seven Executive Directors at TAC’s 
Helm during 50 Years.”)

Here are just a few of TAC’s 
milestones across the decades that 
have been guided by county officials 
serving on the TAC Board. These are 
marked by the tenures of particular 
Board presidents:  
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TAC Legendary Leadership Milestones 1969-1992

Prior to 1969, Texas 
counties had no 

unified voice to speak 
on behalf of the 

institution of county 
government or the 

officials who served 
their communities.

Bill signing authorizing TAC’s creation

County officials 
meet  to establish 

Association
Navarro County Judge

Kenneth “Buck” Douglas
President

Rockwall County Judge 
Derwood Wimpee

President
Gregg County Judge

Bill Owens
Executive Director

Dallam County Judge
W.D. Henson

President

Brazoria County  
Commissioner
Joe Brigance

President

Dallas County Treasurer  
Bill Melton
President

San Patricio County  
Commissioner
Carl Duncan

President

Navarro County Judge
Kenneth “Buck” Douglas

Executive Director

Gregg County Judge
Bill Owens
President

1972


1973


Knox County Judge
Sam Clonts
President

Cochran County Judge
Glenn Thompson

President

1976


1969


1977


1979


1981


Garza County Judge
Giles Dalby
President

1983


Jefferson County  
Commissioner
Norman Troy

President

1985


Sam Seale
Executive Director

1987


Cameron County  
Commissioner

Adolph Thomae, Jr.
President

1989


1991


Knox County Judge
Sam Clonts

Executive Director
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During Henson’s term as president 
(1969-71) TAC published its first 
newsletter to members. In 1974, 
Owens served as Board president 
when TAC established the Workers’ 
Compensation Fund, TAC’s first 
risk pool. The Unemployment 
Compensation Fund (now called the 
TAC Unemployment Compensation 
Group Account Fund) was established 
during the tenure of Brazoria County 
Commissioner Joe Brigance (1977-78). 
Also during the 1970s, Knox County 
Judge Sam Clonts played a major role 
in TAC’s judicial education program 
and established an orientation 
program for newly elected county 
judges and commissioners during his 
term.

The Group Health Insurance Plan 
(today’s TAC Health and Employee 
Benefits Pool) was established during 
the presidential term of Rockwall 
County Judge Derwood Wimpee 
(1979-80). TAC’s fist Legislative 
Symposium was held when Garza 
County Judge Giles Dalby served 

as president (1983-84). Jefferson 
County Commissioner Norman 
Troy worked to obtain legislative 
approval during his term (1985-
86) that led to the establishment 
of the County Government Risk 
Management Pool. The TAC Property 
and Casualty Insurance Fund was 
established during Cameron County 
Commissioner Adolph Thomae Jr.’s 
tenure (1989-90). Then later in the 
1990s, Smith County Judge Larry 
Craig (1998-99) saw to the creation 
of the County Information Project 
and initiated county official email 
Listservs. 

The County Best Practices 
Awards Program, TAC’s Leadership 
Program and the County Information 
Resources Agency (TAC CIRA) were 
established during Palo Pinto County 
Judge Mickey West’s presidential 
term, 2000-01. Under the leadership 
of Brazos County District Clerk 
Marc Hamlin (2005-07), the TAC 
Board approved the merger of the 
Association’s three risk pools offering 

workers’ compensation, liability and 
property/casualty coverages into the 
TAC Risk Management Pool (TAC 
RMP). 

During Oldham County Judge Don 
Allred’s term (2014-15) the Board 
oversaw the roll-out of TAC’s Texas 
Counties Deliver public education 
campaign. Brazoria County Clerk 
Joyce Hudman, TAC’s first woman 
president, presided over the Board 
during the launch of Leadership 254 
(see “Developing County Leaders, 
Recognizing Leading Counties”) and 
the roll-out of the County Elections 
Database. During current TAC 
President Gallardo’s leadership, 
the Association has undertaken 
initiatives such as offering 
cybersecurity awareness training to 
counties, launching a new online TAC 
Member Portal and a new LegalEase 
eNewsletter.

See the timeline below of all TAC presidents, 
executive directors and leadership programs. Visit 
www.50yearsofTAC.org to see an interactive timeline 
that includes these and other key TAC milestones.
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Pool Boards, Education Committees 
and More

County officials from multiple 
county offices across the state 
also contribute their insight and 
leadership as directors on boards 
governing TAC HEBP, TAC RMP, the 
TAC Unemployment Fund and TAC 
CIRA, and as members on various 
TAC education committees, such as 
the Judicial Education Committee 
and the Leadership Development 
Committee. 

TAC HEBP Board Chair and 
Hansford County Judge Benny Wilson 
said, “Alongside my fellow Board 
members, and with the hard work 
and research offered by TAC staff, we 
have helped all our Pool members in 
each county by keeping costs down 
and offering outstanding healthcare 
plans.”

Likewise, TAC RMP Board 
Chair and Lubbock County Judge 
Bill McCay said one of his Board’s 
greatest contributions in support 
of counties has been, “providing a 

critical service that meets the needs 
of counties that can’t be found in the 
marketplace.”

Cass County Judge Becky Wilbanks 
said volunteering as chair of the TAC 
County Judges Education Committee 
is part of her commitment to serve 
as county judge and to be of services 
beyond the borders of her county. 
She said her 33 years of experience 
as an elected official have equipped 
her with insight to share through her 
participation with the Association.

“TAC’s collaboration with the Texas 
Tech School of Law in the formation 
of the Texas Judicial Academy has 
resulted in the best legal education 
initiative produced at TAC,” said 
Wilbanks. “The Committee is 
dedicated to providing the highest 
quality and most current legal 
training.  The committee’s continued 
participation in the development of 
Academy curriculum continues to be 
its most significant contribution in 
support of county judges.”

Leaders Urge Member Involvement
County officials in TAC leadership 

roles urge fellow county officials to 
get involved in their Association.

“TAC was created by and for 
county officials to provide services 
and resources that can’t be found 
anywhere else,” McCay said. “It’s our 
Association, so it’s up to each of us 
to get involved and give back to an 
organization we depend upon.”

Gallardo added, “I believe it is 
important to get involved no matter 
what office one holds or whether one 
is from a rural or urban county. Being 
part of TAC leadership whether as 
a committee member, director on 
the TAC Board or the pool boards 
brings knowledge from all levels of 
county government. Together as one, 
we help direct TAC to provide better 
education, training and the utmost 
services such as health and employee 
benefits, risk management and other 
resources to member counties across 
the state.” 
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Sheri Woodfin, co-chair of the 
Leadership Development Committee, 
said it’s been her honor to serve on 
that panel. She said volunteering 
to serve in a leadership role can 
widen members’ perspectives about 
the responsibilities borne by county 
officials in offices other than their 
own. 

Woodfin said she has also gained 
an appreciation of the time, funds and 
effort invested to produce “a top-notch 
leadership program” (Leadership 254) 
for TAC’s members.

“It is extremely important for 
county officials to get involved in 
leadership roles with TAC because of 
the two-way communication between 
the county and our Association,” 
Wilson said. “With this crosscut of 
county interests, TAC is guided in 
the direction of the best interest of 
the entire state, and all the different 
offices throughout each county.”

Wilbanks explained why members’ 
involvement in their Association is 
needed. “TAC exists to serve Texas 
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counties. For TAC to know and 
understand the needs of counties 
and problems surrounding county 
government, county officials must 
be active in leadership roles so 
those needs can be conveyed and 
addressed,” she said. “Through the 
involvement of county officials, TAC 
is better equipped to address these 
issues.”

Gallardo said he’s learned a lot 
about all levels of county government 
through his participation, and added, 
“I hope that we TAC presidents 
leave behind a better and stronger 
association each time one of us serves. 
It’s truly been an honor, and I’m sure 
those who have served before me 
will never stop the fight for county 
government.”
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Since the 1969 launch of the fledgling Texas Association 
of Counties (TAC), seven executive directors have stood at 
the helm of the organization. 

TAC lacked the funding to hire staff in its early days, but 
then Gregg County Commissioner Bill Owens stepped up 
to get the new Association underway serving members. He 
volunteered as part-time executive director and traveled to 
Austin when his schedule allowed.

The TAC Board of Directors hired Kenneth “Buck” 
Douglas as TAC’s first paid, full-time executive director in 
1973. One of his first orders of business was the creation of 
a weekly newsletter about the Texas Legislature. In 1976, 
Douglas resigned from TAC to run for judge of the 13th 
Judicial District in Navarro County. He won the election 
and returned to Corsicana.

In 1977, the Board appointed Knox County Judge and 
then-TAC President Sam Clonts to fill Douglas’ shoes. 
Clonts led TAC as executive director from 1977 to 1987.

Succeeding Clonts was Jackson County Judge Sam Seale. 
Having overcome cancer in the late ‘80s, Seale became the 
longest-serving executive director in the Association’s histo-
ry to date — from 1987 to 2007. His cancer resurged in the 
mid-2000s and he passed away on Feb. 7, 2007. Then TAC 
Assistant Executive Director Karen Norris recalled, “Our 
last conversation was not of him and the crisis of his health, 
but of TAC and the work he planned for later in the month.”

Seven Executive Directors at TAC’s Helm During 50 Years
By Roland Gilbert

That year, the TAC Board selected Norris to succeed 
Seale. Norris wrote in her first staff report for County 
magazine, “We’ve been so very blessed with a long line 
of Association leaders who established challenging goals 
in the interest of Texas counties and then gave us the 
resources to get the job done.” Norris served as executive 
director from 2007 to 2010.

Following Norris, former Marion County Judge Gene 
Terry was named executive director. Terry had served in 
multiple TAC staff positions since 2004 and was assistant 
executive director when chosen to lead the Association. He 
served from 2010 until his retirement in 2018.

In January 2019, former Ector County Judge Susan M. 
Redford assumed the role. She had been TAC’s Judicial 
Program Manager since 2015. Before that, and while in 
office, Redford had served in various leadership roles at 
TAC, including as chair of the TAC Risk Management Pool 
Board.

“I’m honored to serve as this fine organization’s seventh 
executive director, especially during its 50th anniversary,” 
Redford said. “I rely every day upon the knowledge and 
guidance I receive from county officials helping lead TAC’s 
work. I’m thankful that they take the time to not only lead 
as public servants in their communities, but also lead in 
serving TAC and all Texas counties.” *
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Nearly 20 years ago, the TAC Board of 
Directors established leadership programs 
to help county officials meet their full 
potential and to advance the efficiency and 
effectiveness of county government.

“None of us know what challenges and changes the next 
millennium will bring for our state, but we do know there will be 
changes and that it will take strong leaders to pave the way,” said 
then TAC Executive Director Sam Seale in 2000 to the TAC Board.

Since then, hundreds of county officials have participated in 
TAC’s leadership training, and the TAC County Best Practices 
Awards Program has recognized dozens of counties for more than 
200 innovative efforts to better serve Texans.

Leadership Training
The Leadership 254 program today is a four-module course for 

county officials. It includes 11 days of training delivered across 14 
months between election cycles. 

Officials apply to participate. Those chosen receive a scholarship 
from TAC and each class is comprised of officials from across the 
state that represent every county office. 

The training includes interactive discussions, theory building, 
skills assessment and experiential learning activities. Topics 
covered include developing self-awareness and examining 
relationships with others, ethics and integrity, leading and inspiring 

Developing County Leaders, Recognizing Leading Counties
By Liz Carmack

others, and identifying individual strengths 
and creating a leadership mission. 

The 2019-20 Leadership 254 Class 
will complete the program in May 2020. 
Applications for the 2021-22 class will be 

accepted in the summer of 2020. Learn more at www.county.org/
leadership254.

County Best Practices Awards Program
Since 2000, TAC has recognized county leaders’ efforts to create 

new, efficient and effective solutions to challenges facing local 
government. These include innovative programs, increased delivery 
of services and superior achievements in all areas of county 
operations.

TAC presented nine counties with County Best Practices Awards 
in 2018. The Association promotes these achievements multiple 
ways to inspire fellow counties to develop similar programs and 
to illustrate to the Legislature and the public how Texas counties 
deliver for Texans — goals the program has held since its founding.

“The core purpose is to focus public attention on innovation and 
progressive county programs and create an information source on 
best practices in a wide range of county functions,” wrote Seale in 
his July/Aug. 2000 report to members in County magazine.

Nominations for the 2020 awards are being accepted through 
March 31, 2020, at www.county.org/bestpractices. *
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Conference Review
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Veteran journalist:  
Texas’ political  
landscape is changing
By Roland Gilbert

A
fter an historic legislative 
session in 2019, the future 
is uncertain for Texas 
because of rapidly changing 
conditions that will 
undoubtedly have an effect 

on the 87th Texas Legislature in 2021, 
Texas Tribune Chief Executive Officer 
Evan Smith told county officials 
at September’s annual Legislative 
Conference. 

Smith, former editor and vice 
president of Texas Monthly, is co-
founder of the 10-year-old Texas 
Tribune, an online nonprofit and 
nonpartisan news outlet, and host 

of a weekly interview program, 
“Overheard with Evan Smith,” which 
airs nationally on National Public 
Radio (NPR).

Nearly 700 county officials and 
staff from 158 counties gathered 
in downtown Austin for the 2019 
Texas Association of Counties (TAC) 
Legislative Conference held Sept. 
4–6. This year’s annual conference 
followed the 86th Legislative Session 
— described as one of the most 
contentious for counties in recent 
memory. 

The theme for this year’s conference, 
“Focus on the Future,” reinforced the 

message that county elected officials 
needed to be prepared for another 
tough session in 2021.

TAC Legislative Services Director 
Michael Pichinson, TAC Board 
President Larry Gallardo and TAC 
Executive Director Susan M. Redford 
opened the conference by urging 
attendees to forge bonds with their 
issues in the forefront.  

“It’s your county story that changes 
the hearts and minds of your 
legislators,” Pichinson said.

Smith, in his opening address, 
described a confluence of political 
events that he said signal a change 

Texas Tribune founder and CEO Evan Smith, Rep. Travis Clardy  
and Rep. Celia Israel



★ | County Magazine

 32 NOV./DEC. 2019 ★ county.org/magazine

in Texas politics, which has been 
dominated by conservatives for 
decades. Three years in particular — 
2018, 2019 and 2020 — seemed to hold 
the key to what comes next.

2018 was the most significant 
election cycle to date in terms of 
the way business is done at the 
Texas Capitol. It was the year of a 
midterm election in which U.S. Sen. 
Ted Cruz (R-Texas) barely defeated 
U.S. Congressman Beto O’Rourke, 
(D-Texas) in a race for a U.S. Senate 
seat. Voter turnout was a key factor 
in O’Rourke’s near-successful run at 
incumbent Republican politician Cruz. 

When there is no presidential 
candidate on the ballot, turnout 
in Texas runs typically at about 4 
million. In presidential elections, 
voter turnout in Texas rises to about 
8 million. But, the midterm election 
in 2018 garnered an unprecedented 
presidential election-level turnout in 
Texas. 

The 86th Legislative Session in 
2019 was characterized by notable 
cooperation between the “big three”: 
Texas  Gov. Greg Abbott, Lt. Gov. Dan 
Patrick and House Speaker Dennis 
Bonnen (R-Angleton), who, Smith 
said, got on the same page early on 
issues like school finance and property 
tax reform and stayed there. This 
cooperation resulted in passage of a 
massive overhaul of the school finance 
system, driven by Texas voters. The 
$11.6 billion bill boosted per student 
funding while reducing reliance on 
school property taxes across the state.

“It was historic,” Smith said. “The 
Legislature wasn’t forced by the 
courts to make the sweeping changes 
they did. They were forced by the 
voters.”

The political landscape for 2020 and 
beyond is still taking shape. 

“There’s a lot we just don’t know,” 
Smith said. 

Such as, who will be Speaker of 
the Texas House? Who will be on 
the presidential ballot? How will the 
voters turn out? Can Democrats in 
Texas continue to push the envelope? 

“The trick [for Democrats] is not 
winning at the presidential level. 
It’s keeping it close. Closer than it 
normally is. Losing, but beating a 
bunch of Republicans.” 

The margins are narrowing, he 
said. Republicans in Texas who barely 
won in 2018 will be the Democrats’ top 
targets in 2020.

Looking as far out as 2050, Smith 
offered three “drivers of the future” 
and questions Texans need to be 
prepared to answer.

1 — Precipitous population growth
Texas’ population is projected to 

double to 54.4 million by 2050. Will 
our transportation infrastructure be 
able to handle this explosive growth? 
Will we be able to handle health 
care for all Texans? What will the 
educational opportunities look like for 
this population?

2 — Rapid urbanization
Texas is now by definition an urban 

state. Texas has five of the nation’s 13 
largest cities by population — Houston 
(No. 4), San Antonio (No. 7), Dallas 
(No. 9), Austin (No. 11) and Fort 
Worth (No. 13) — more cities than any 
other state. “You legislate differently 
for an urban state versus a [more 
rural] state,” Smith said. Issues to 
address include transportation, public 
health, housing affordability, income 
equality and education.

3 — Demographic inevitability
In 2000, Anglos outnumbered 

Hispanics. By 2040, Hispanics will far 
outnumber Anglos. Texas will have to 
be ready to deal with the challenges of 
an emerging majority that may have 
historically had less access to higher 
education and health care.

“Embrace diversity. Diversity is 
opportunity. Diversity is our destiny,” 
Smith said. “But it presents real 
challenges from a public policy 
standpoint that we have to get after. 
We cannot ignore the data.”

Sen. Kel Seliger and Sen. Royce West
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2020 Census  
and Redistricting
By Liz Carmack

A
n overview of the 2020 U.S. 
census and how the results 
may impact Texas counties, 
including their duties during 
2021 redistricting, were 
covered in the “2020 Census 

and Redistricting” breakout session at 
the Legislative Conference. 

Texas State Demographer Lloyd 
Potter and attorney Robert Bass 
of Allison, Bass & Magee, LLP co-
presented the session.

Census data is used to determine 
how many seats each state receives in 

the U.S. House of Representatives and 
the number of votes each state has in 
the Electoral College. The data will 
also be used by Texas state officials 
to redraw congressional and state 
legislative boundaries to account for 
population shifts, Potter said.

This will be the first year the 
census is conducted online. Multiple 
challenges exist in collecting an 
accurate count of Texans, Potter said. 
For instance, typically undercounted 
populations include renters, racial/
ethnic minorities, young men, 

children, rural, foreign-born and non-
English speakers. 

“It’s important to count everyone in 
Texas who is eligible to be counted,” 
Potter said. “It will affect $600-$1,200 
dollars per person that the state 
gets based on that count. Much of 
those resources end up coming to the 
counties.”

Potter predicted the census would 
tally Texas’ population at more than 
29 million.  See the “Texas Keeps 
Growing” sidebar for a detailed look 
at Texas’ population and demographic 
trends presented during the session.

Bass told the group that in 
early 2021, counties will receive 
demographic data from the 2020 
census for their existing political 
boundaries. 

“Federal and state law requires 
all political entities with single-
member districts to evaluate their 
existing boundaries following each 
federal census. And if the deviation 
from equally balanced districts 
exceeds 10%, their boundaries must 
be adjusted to achieve more equal 
population balance,” he said. “This 
task should be completed in time 
to accommodate the filing period, 
so a deadline of Aug. 31, 2021 is 
recommended.”

 Bass explained that redistricting 
is the periodic readjustment of 
political boundaries (precinct lines) to 
accomplish precincts/wards/districts 
of essentially balanced populations, 
while at the same time avoiding an 
adverse effect on the voting rights of 
recognized minority groups.

He noted that counties should 
complete these steps to get ready for 
redistricting:

Texas State Demographer Lloyd Potter
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- Assemble current election 
precincts maps

- Identify existing polling places
- Locate incumbent residences (to 

keep them in their precinct)
- Gather election history for prior 

10 years
- Evaluate the accuracy of maps/

boundary descriptions for existing 
precincts 

Additional steps officials should take 
include:

- Develop criteria for 
reapportionment (of population)

  - Compact and contiguous
  - Well-defined, recognizable   
         boundaries
- Preserve neighborhoods and 

communities of interest
- Comply with the Voting Rights 

Act
- Facilitate government functions 

such as:
• Election administration
• Road and budget balance
• Delivery of services

“I recommend that your 
commissioners court have a workshop 
to talk about goals and aspirations 
and build that into a (redistricting) 
plan so that it gives you a benchmark 
by which you would score subsequent 
plans,” Bass said. “Some counties 
appoint a citizens commission to 
do this. That commission should be 
representational of your community.”

Bass said that if a county decides 
to appoint a citizens commission to 
work on the project, the members 
should understand that they serve 
as advisors. “Only the commissioners 
court has the legal authority to adopt 
the plan,” he said.

Each precinct/ward/district should 
be as equal as possible in population, 
allowing for no more than 5% 
variation above or below the ideal 
population total, said Bass. He added 
that race cannot be the controlling 
factor in redistricting, but it is a 
significant factor. “Racial blocks 
within the political jurisdiction should 
not be grouped in such a manner 
as to dilute or weaken the ability of 
minority voters to elect a candidate of 
choice,” he said.

Texas Keeps Growing
Hispanic majority predicted in 2021
“We add about 1,000 new Texans a day,” said State Demographer Lloyd Potter. 

Potter presented this and other data on Texas’ growing population and demographic 
trends during the “2020 Census and Redistricting” session at the 2019 Legislative 
Conference. He also noted that half of those new Texans are born here, 28% 
immigrated here from outside the United States and 22% relocated from other 
states.

Additional key points Potter presented from Texas Demographic Center research:

- The state’s population grew by 14% from 2010-18, from 25.1 million to 28.7 
million.

- 87% of the state’s population lives east of IH-35 and that is where most of the 
growth is occurring.

- The state could gain three new congressional seats in that area due to its 
expanding population.

- Harris County added more people (34,460) than any other county in Texas from 
2017-2018 with an estimated 2018 population of 4.7 million. Counties with the 
next highest total added residents were Collin, Tarrant, Bexar, Denton and Fort 
Bend.

- Most of the counties with the highest growth from 2017-18 were suburban ring 
counties.

- From 2010-18, more than 85 counties experienced either no change in 
population or lost population, including Jeff Davis, Carson, Eastland, Marion and 
Jim Hogg.

- In 2018, Texas’ demographic breakdown was 42% white, 40% Hispanic, 12% 
black, 5% Asian and 2% other, non-Hispanic.

- Hispanic Texans will exceed the number of white Texans in 2021.

- Projected population growth from 2020-30 will come primarily from urban core 
and suburban ring counties.
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Revamping Disaster 
Response: Lessons Learned 
from Hurricane Harvey
By Shiloh Perry

H
urricane Harvey made 
landfall in Texas in August 
2017. Known as the second 
most impactful storm 
in American history, it 
destroyed much of the 

southeast Texas Gulf Coast. The 
Category 4 hurricane displaced 
communities in more than 49 
counties, and Texans are still picking 
up the pieces. 

As rebuilding efforts continue, the 
2019 TAC Legislative Conference 
in Austin brought together state 
government officials and lawmakers 
to discuss current efforts providing 
assistance to those affected and 
improve future disaster response 
and recovery processes. The panel 
discussion included Texas General 

Land Office (GLO) Commissioner 
George P. Bush, Texas Sen. Lois 
Kolkhorst (R-Brenham) and Texas 
Rep. Geanie Morrison (R-Victoria).

Bush began the panel by updating 
the audience on the GLO’s recovery 
efforts. “If you ask any lawyer here 
in town they will say that county 
government is an extension of the 
state. Well, based on my Harvey 
experience, I am here to tell you that 
we are an extension of you,” he said. 
“You truly drove the engine when it 
came to Hurricane Harvey response.” 

Bush outlined the steps his office 
is taking to prepare for and manage 
future storms. The GLO identified 
improvements from a study conducted 
by Texas A&M University’s Scowcroft 
Institute based on feedback from 

county and other government officials 
about the storm’s disaster response 
implementation. 

Morrison discussed the intention 
of recently enacted disaster-related 
legislation. A report developed by the 
Governor’s Commission to Rebuild 
Texas directed legislative content. 
“There were 44 recommendations in 
the ‘Eye of the Storm’ report and 43 
of those ended up being in legislation 
and Texas Division of Emergency 
Management (TDEM) rules enacted 
by policy,” Morrison said. “We covered 
each and every one of those, and 
we used this to draft legislation in 
the House.” The panelists discussed 
increased planning and streamlined 
disaster management practices to 
encourage efficient government 

Hurricane Harvey made landfall in August 2017.
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collaboration and quick recovery.  

Preparation is Key
Advanced planning is vital to 

disaster response, from immediate 
dispatch protocols to long-term 
recovery grant awards. The GLO 
recognizes that improved response 
only comes with preparation. 

Bush said that his office prioritizes 

flood coordination and 
planning. He explained that 
new legislation gives the 
Texas Water Development 
Board (TWDB) statutory 
empowerment to divert 
water quickly to prepare 
for a storm. TWDB will 
coordinate with appropriate 
authorities in advance of a 
flooding event to enhance 
communication. The GLO is 
working to develop contracts 
in advance to help 
lock in help where 
it is needed most. 
State agencies will 
have the authority 
to improve and 
penalize the 
premature removal 
of developed 
contracts. 

Effectiveness Comes with 
Simplification 

Simplifying complexities 
of disaster response 
and recovery leads to 
more efficient disaster 
management practices. Led 
by authors Sen. Kolkhorst 
and Rep. Morrison, state 

lawmakers passed 
legislation that 
helps do just that 
by providing guidelines 
for improved emergency 
response training for local 
officials. 

Morrison said that 
particular bills influenced 
by county officals’ testimony 
better explain which statutes 
must be suspended during 
emergencies, and organize 
volunteers and contract 
workers. Kolkhorst added 
that specifics for debris 
removal contracts and 

standards are spelled out. Legislation 
authored by Morrison in the House, 
and sponsored by Kolkhorst in the 
Senate helped move TDEM to the 
Texas A&M University System. “The 
TDEM transfer to Texas A&M, which 
was effective Sept. 1, I think is a 
great move for us,” said Kolkhorst, “to 
be able to utilize all those resources 
and being able to coordinate all those 
efforts.”

Texas Sen. Lois Kolkhorst

Texas Land Commissioner George P. Bush

Texas Rep. Geanie Morrison
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The Role of Counties  
in ADDRESSING BEHAVORIAL 
HEALTH
By Shiloh Perry

T
he 86th Texas legislative 
session emphasized the 
importance of mental health 
for the state. This was 
the main message of the 
conference’s Behavioral Health 

Funding session. Director of the Texas 
Tech Mental Health Institute Keino 
McWhinney joined Deputy Director 
of the Texas Council of Community 
Center Lee Johnson on stage to recap 
the progress made. The panelists 
outlined why mental health should 
continue to be a priority, the current 
state of mental and behavioral health 
systems in Texas and the roles 
counties play in accomplishing related 
improvements. 

Mental health is defined by the 
World Health Organization as “a state 
of well-being in which every individual 
realizes his or her own potential, can 
cope with the normal stresses of life, 
can work productively and fruitfully 
and is able to make a contribution to 
her and his community.” 

After defining the term for 
the group of public servants in 
attendance, McWhinney explained. 
“Conquering mental health involves 
hospital systems, cities, academia, 
Texas child mental health care 
and counties,” he said. “Until we 
start thinking of mental health as 
healthcare and not this abstract other, 
we are going to fundamentally have 

problems, whether it be just the way 
we talk about it, stigma, or the way we 
fund it.”

Mental health challenges are 
common, and Texans do not always 
have access to the help they need, 
McWhinney said. The need to fix 
these challenges is more pressing 
than ever with one in five Americans 
experiencing a mental health 
challenge, large or small, during their 
lifetime. Texas is considered to have 
a misdistribution of help with more 
than 80% of its counties deemed by 
the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services to have shortages of 
mental health professionals.

Johnson echoed McWhinney’s 
call for continued work on mental 
health and the development of county 
resources. “I don’t have to tell y’all 
how hard it is to get somebody into 
a state hospital,” he said. “Locally 
purchased inpatient bed capacity 
is a really important way that local 
health authorities have been able 
to augment that loss of capacity in 
the state hospital system.” Johnson 
explained that an increase in the 
number of inpatient psychiatric beds 
across the state is just one of the many 
improvements the Legislature made. 

Texas is adding 338 total beds 
through the state’s Health and 
Human Services’ state hospital 
capacity expansion. State lawmakers 

appropriated approximately $450 
million in new funds for mental 
health and substance use disorder 
improvements, Johnson said. 

Additional legislation expanded the 
scope of resources to include early 
identification measures and expanded 
the role of counties in the state’s 
behavioral health system

Notably, the office of the sheriff, or 
its representative, is required to be 
part of a mental health authority’s 
governing body. While lawmakers 
have advanced the state’s investment 
in mental health, Johnson said there 
is still work to do. “Today we’ve got 
so many people waiting in county 
jail to get access to an inpatient bed. 
The Legislature is going to have to 
continue to make investments so this 
system can be where it needs to be for 
the folks out there.”
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Media Relations 101:  
Tips of the Trade
By Liz Carmack

W
orking effectively 
with the news media 
hinges on three things: 
building relationships 
with reporters, pitching 
positive stories and 

preparing yourself for news 
interviews, according to Leslie Rhode, 
a strategic communications consultant 
and media specialist. Rhode 
shared essential media relations 
tips with county officials in mini-
sessions during the 2019 Legislative 
Conference in Austin. 

Build and Maintain Reporter 
Relationships 
1. View reporters as partners in 

storytelling. “You have to shift 
from the idea that reporters are 
the bad guys,” Rhode said. “If you 
have a good relationship, you have a 
better chance of telling a story that 
is beneficial to you.”

2. Position yourself as the expert 
in your area. Reporters need 
credible sources to do their work. 
Offer yourself as a source and make 
yourself available, especially when 
a reporter contacts you and needs a 
quick response. “Don’t just wait for 
them to call you,” she said. “If you 
know something’s going on you can 
call and share that information.”

3. Get to know the reporters who 
cover your community. Visit the 
websites of news organizations that 
cover your community and read 
staff bios. Learn what beats local 
reporters cover. Find out what you 
have in common to make simple 
human connections.

4. Be intentional about connecting 
with reporters. Introduce yourself 
via email. Ask them out for coffee 
and explain what you do in your 
office. Invite them to an event you 
have planned. Visit the newsroom 
and make a point of meeting the 
assignment editor or general 
manager. “Spend 10 minutes a 
week or a month talking with your 
coworkers on ideas about how to 
reach out to tell your story a better 
way,” she said.

5. Connect with reporters on 
social media. “Follow reporters on 
Twitter,” Rhode said. “You might 
find out what they are working on. 
Feel free to reply to something they 
posted, such as a story, especially if 
they wrote something on you. Share 
it. Reporters love it when you share 
their story. If they get something 
wrong, correct it.”

Strategic Communications Consultant and Media
Specialist Leslie Rhode
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Plan and Pitch Proactive Stories to 
Reporters
1. Determine your county’s (or 

your office’s) story. “What’s your 
mission, your values? Rhode asked. 
It should tell who you are, what you 
do, what you value and how you get 
it done. It might include keywords 
such as safety, transparency, 
partnerships, duties, relationships. 
“Know that story and make sure 
everyone in your office knows that 
story so you are all on the same 
page.” 

2. Pitch a story to promote 
something or get out in front of 
a controversial issue. Identify 
the top three talking points. For 
example, if announcing a new 
program, talking points might be 
its purpose, when it’s happening, 
how residents can get involved. “So 
when I pitch the story, I’m thinking 
these three things,” she said. “Every 
time you pitch a proactive story, 
(also) keep in mind how your story 
fits into your larger county or office 
story.”

3. Pitch the story with a news 
release to all news outlets. News 
release format: Main headline; 
subhead; contact information; logo; 
date; first paragraph to include 
who, what, when, where and why 
details; additional paragraphs with 
interesting details and quotes from 
stakeholders affected by the story; 
boilerplate paragraph about your 
county (or office) value, mission. 
Make follow-up calls to assignment 
desks to call attention to your 
release and gauge their interest.

4. Pitch a story to a specific 
reporter with whom you have 
established a relationship. This 
is the best way to pitch your story 
if you’ve developed a one-on-one 
relationship with a reporter. Be 
mindful of the best times to contact 
the news staff — not while on 
deadline or right before they go on 
the air. Pitch format: Why you are 
reaching out; mention a personal 
connection, such as what made you 
think of pitching to them; bullet 
points of the facts/selling points of 
the story — help them envision the 
story; story components you can 
provide such as an interview and 
images; your name; attach your 
news release.

5. Post information about the story 
you are pitching on social media 
such as Facebook and Twitter. 
“Reporters look on Twitter before 
they go anywhere else, so you have 
to be on there,” Rhode said. “Twitter 
is like the new police scanner.”

Sell Your Story in a News 
Interview
1. Organize your talking points. 

Determine the three most important 
things about the story and the 
three points that are your county/
office message. If you haven’t had 
a chance to talk about them in the 
interview, state them at the end 
when the reporter asks if there’s 
anything else you want to add. 
Expect the reporter to ask you to 
summarize the topic you’re being 
interviewed on. Practice, practice, 
practice (out loud if talking to TV).

2. Connect with your audience. 
Ask the reporter who their audience 
is and picture yourself talking 
to that type person. “Don’t forget 
the human stories that offer 
connection,” she said. Mention 
only one number or statistic that’s 
powerful and stick to it. Tell them 
what the issue is and how it affects 
them. Keep it conversational.

3. Stay on message. Set a positive 
tone at the beginning. Never repeat 
a negative or controversial question. 
Briefly answer it and redirect your 
message. Have a landing line you 
can go back to — the why of the 
story —  when you ramble and get 
off topic.

4. Use bridging phrases to make 
your key points. Answer the 
question in some way, but you can 
use these phrases to get to your key 
talking points: the bottom line is; 
what we really want people to know 
is; what really matters to people is; 
however, the real issue is; to sum it 
up; here’s the thing.
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Best Practices for  
Funding County Budgets
THE CLOSING GENERAL SESSION
By Roland Gilbert

C
ounties are looking for ways 
to live within their means and 
add to their property tax base 
following action by the 86th 
Texas Legislature to reduce 
the cap on tax increases. 

Senate Bill 2 — known as the Texas 
Property Tax and Transparency 
Act — limited the tax rate increase 
a county may adopt without voter 
approval to 3.5% and made changes to 
the property tax rate setting process 
for local governments.

During the Legislative Conference 
in September in Austin, TAC Senior 
Legislative Manager Rick Thompson 
led a panel discussion with Nueces 
County Judge Barbara Canales, Polk 
County Judge Sydney Murphy, DeWitt 
County Judge Daryl Fowler and Pecos 
County Judge Joe Shuster. Each 
offered their unique perspective and 
solutions-based ideas to navigate this 
new financial landscape.

All agreed that building trust 
through communications with voters 
was essential if the need arose to seek 
voter approval to exceed the 3.5% cap.

“When I ran in 2003, I had a goal to 
bring integrity to the judge’s office,” 
Shuster said. “If your community can 
trust you and your knowledge, then 
they’re going to leave it up to you and 
your commissioners court.”

Fowler agreed. “You get tired of 
the word ‘transparency,’ but honest 
and direct communication is the most 
effective tool,” he said. “We all think 
differently, but collectively we have 
the same overarching goals for the 
preservation of our communities.”

Murphy urged every elected official 
to foster trust and communication. 
“It’s every official’s obligation to 
own the needs of their respective 
office and effectively communicate 
to constituents why an increased tax 
rate is needed,” she said.

Texas has 254 unique counties, 
which means there are 254 “right 
ways” to get things done, yet we are 
all in this together, the judges said.

 “Every disaster that strikes, from 
hurricanes to mass shootings, we are 
all affected. We have to rid ourselves 
of this mentality that we are not all 
one,” Canales said. 

Counties face unique financial 
challenges

“Spend more time with the solution 
than with the problem,” Canales said. 

As the newly elected Nueces County 
judge, Canales comes from a career 
in the energy industry and has also 
served as a commissioner of the Port 
of Corpus Christi. “I have one of the 
most diverse and fastest-growing 
counties in the state of Texas,” she 
said. “In coastal issues, you have to be 
creative. We’re still recovering from 
Hurricane Harvey. We’re optimistic 
about the future, but the challenges of 
growth are very real.”

Polk County, nestled in an area 75 
miles north of Houston where U.S. 
Highway 59 will become Interstate 69, 
also anticipates feeling some growing 
pains. In contrast to Nueces County, 
“we’re a poor, rural community,” 
Murphy said. Polk County, with 

a population of about 5,000, is 
largely rural and agricultural and 
depends economically on neighboring 
communities. “We have to have 
each other to move forward. We 
must rely on our neighbors from 
emergency management to economic 
development.”

DeWitt County, in the heart of the 
Eagle Ford Shale, sits on one of the  
largest oil and gas developments in 
the world. The once-sleepy South 
Central Texas county was completely 
unprepared for an onslaught of energy 
production. Roads and bridges are 
taking a beating from heavy trucks 
that they were never designed to 
handle. Help from the Legislature is 
more critical than ever, Fowler said. 

Long stretches of interstate 
highways in a county like Pecos 
present a situation that all 254 
counties in Texas experience — the 
need to come up with solutions for 
problems not of their making.

“I agree with all three of my fellow 
county judges. Texas is a diverse 
state,” Shuster said. Out in West 
Texas, Pecos County is the state’s 
second largest county, sprawling 
4,800 square miles with a population 
of 15,600. The location of 120 miles 
of Interstate 10 within its borders 
presents the county with one of its 
biggest challenges — the need to 
create a custom emergency medical 
services (EMS) system. Pecos County 
is also home to one of the state’s 21 
county hospitals. Looking forward 
to the budget needed to sustain this 
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rural community, “our sights are set 
on the next three years,” he said.

Adding to the tax base is often 
challenging

County judges discussed the need 
to grow their tax base through 
economic development. Among the few 
available tools to attract growth is tax 
abatements. Tax abatements lure in 
commercial growth with the option 
to defer property taxes for a period 
set out by property tax codes and 
agreed upon by the taxing entity and 
the commercial developer. Panelists 
were quick to point out their potential 
pitfalls.

“You have to pay close attention,” 
Murphy said. Polk County has entered 
into two tax abatement agreements — 
a short-term one with a hydroelectric 
power plant on the dam at Lake 
Livingston — which created three 
new payroll jobs — and a 10-year tax 
abatement agreement in an enterprise 
zone, providing 165 long-term, payroll 
jobs. 

“But the commissioner in that 
district is taking a beating on roads 
and is going to have to find a way to 
recoup that,” she said.

Pecos County, with wind and sun 

aplenty, has offered tax abatements 
to both turbine and solar farms. 
For example, a solar power farm 
producing 254 megawatts — at $1,000 
per megawatt — will pay the county 
$254,000 per year for 10 years.

DeWitt County doesn’t have many 
tax abatements in place. When Eagle 
Ford Shale production hit hard about 
10 years ago, “no one was coming by 
my office to talk about abatements,” 
Fowler said. “It was a conundrum 
until the value of the new wells began 
hitting the tax roll. I discovered 
very quickly that there is a hidden 
abatement in the property tax code.” 

The Legislature responded in 2013 
with the passing of Senate Bill 1747, 
which allowed developing districts to 
capture those funds and use them for 
roads and bridges.

“Abatements can be a strong 
economic development tool, but they’re 
only as strong as the contract that 
is written,” Canales said. “A good 
abatement will create a win-win 
situation.”

She stressed that counties need to 
become more savvy about economic 
development. “Your role is to protect 
your county and its ad valorem.” 
Canales and her commissioners court 

review abatement requests annually, 
renegotiate accordingly and insist 
upon dollars up front. “This business 
that one abatement is good for all is 
absolutely ludicrous.”

Maintaining ties with legislators
Fowler urged other counties to 

build and maintain ties with their 
elected representatives so that they 
understand the counties’ unique needs 
and issues.

“If you don’t have your state 
representative’s phone number and 
have a working relationship, you’re 
denying yourself and your community 
some of the most privileged 
opportunities available to you,” he 
said. 

Friday’s closing session featured a panel discussion with TAC moderator Rick Thompson; Nueces County 
Judge Barbara Canales; Polk County Judge Sydney Murphy; DeWitt County Judge Daryl Fowler; Pecos 
County Judge Joe Shuster
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Data about counties, by County Information 
Program Senior Analyst Tim Brown

We have all heard that Texas is becoming an 
urban state, which is not always easy to believe 
if you have ever driven through some parts of the 

state, particularly in West Texas. But, Texas has three of 
the top 10 most populous cities in the country (Houston, 
San Antonio and Dallas) and 69 of the top 780 cities. 
The U.S. Census Bureau produces a table ranking every 
incorporated place with more than 50,000 residents based 
on population estimates for 2018. In addition, the Census 
Bureau estimates that Texas has three of the ten fastest 
growing counties in the country (Hays, Comal and Kendall) 
and almost a quarter of the top 100 fastest growing 
counties (the 100 fastest growing counties from 2010 to 
2018).

But the growth and population are not evenly distributed 
across the counties. Clearly some parts of the state remain 
rural and others are just as clearly urban, yet there are 
areas where the distinction is not so clear. Unfortunately, 
we do not have an authoritative definition of either rural 
or urban (for more on the definition quagmire, see the 
discussion at the end of this article). 

As a result, this article will look at several proxies. First, 
since we have already mentioned the Census Bureau, let’s 
look at the changing population. 

Which counties we classify as rural or urban can depend 
on many factors. But, generally, population plays a large 
part. Table 1 shows how the total population of the largest 
counties changed from 1990 to 2018. To calculate the 
percentages, the counties were ranked by 2018 population 
and the percentages were calculated for each year based on 
the 2018 ranking.

Is Texas Rural or Urban?

Interestingly, the greatest change in percentages occur 
in the bottom two rows. This results in part from the 
cumulative growth occurring in all of the larger counties 
(the top five plus the next five, etc.); however, it also 
indicates that much of the growth is occurring outside of 
our top five population counties (Harris, Dallas, Tarrant, 
Bexar and Travis). But, if a greater proportion of the state’s 
population is increasingly found in these larger counties, 
whether looking at the Top 5 or the Top 40, what is 
happening in the smaller counties? 

Table 2 shows the change in the smaller counties. Note 
that the change from 1990 to 2018 increases with each 
step down from the first row. The last row, based on the 
populations of 200 counties, shows a significant decline 
relative to the larger counties even though many of these 
smaller counties had significant growth. For example, Wise 
County’s 1990 census population of 34,679 is estimated to 
have grown to 68,305 in 2018 — a 97.0% increase. But, 77 

Bracket 1990 Census 2000 Census 2010 Census 2018 Est.

Largest 5 44.8% 44.5% 43.8% 44.1%
Largest 10 55.0% 56.6% 58.1% 59.3%
Largest 20 67.2% 69.1% 71.3% 72.7%
Largest 30 73.8% 75.5% 77.8% 79.4%
Largest 40 78.8% 80.3% 82.4% 83.8%

Bracket 1990 Census 2000 Census 2010 Census 2018 Est.

Smallest 50 0.8% 0.6% 0.5% 0.4%
Smallest 75 1.8% 1.4% 1.2% 1.0%
Smallest 100 3.1% 2.6% 2.2% 1.9%
Smallest 150 7.8% 6.8% 5.7% 5.0%
Smallest 200 16.5% 15.2% 13.4% 12.3%

Table 1: The Most Populous Counties (2018)

Table 2: The Least Populous Counties (2018)

© County Information Program, 
Texas Association of Counties

Map 1: Total County Population, 1990 Census
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Data about counties, by County Information 
Program Senior Analyst Tim Brown

of the remaining 199 counties in that bracket actually lost 
population over that period —  and another 28 grew by less 
than 10%.

Map 1 and Map 2 show respectively the population by 
county as of the 1990 census and the population for 2018, 
as estimated by the Census Bureau. The brackets are based 
on some of the different state agency definitions of rural 
counties. For example the Texas Workforce Commission 
categorizes any county with a population of 10,000 or less 
as “rural,” while one of the definitions of a rural county 
that the Texas Department of Agriculture uses is any 
county with a population of 150,000 or less. The agency 
uses multiple definitions for rural counties each of which is 
program specific. 

Note that, in some circumstances, a county may not be 
considered rural even if it appears in the lightest colored 
bracket. For example, the Texas Medical Board accepts 
only counties with a population of 5,000 or less as rural 
based on the most recent decennial census. Even using 2010 
population counts, that leaves out a lot of counties — using 
this criteria, only 51 counties qualify as rural.

Counties vary greatly, not just by population but also 
by geographical size. Perhaps population density would 
be a better gauge. For example, to be considered by the 
Texas Department of Agriculture for designation as a 
rural hospital, a hospital must be located in a county with 
a population density of less than 225 persons per square 
mile of land area and in a municipality of 15,000 persons or 

© County Information Program, 
Texas Association of Counties
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Map 3: County Population Density
2018 Population Estimates

fewer. No other definition of rural counties using population 
density for a criteria appears in the state’s statutes or state 
agencies’ administrative rules (as of 2018). Map 3 shows the 
population density of counties based on the Census Bureau’s 
2018 population estimates and the land area of each county 
(water area not included).

As seen in Map 3, using the 2018 data, 29 counties do not 
qualify as rural; an increase from the 1990 Census when 
only 17 counties would not have qualified as rural under 
this administrative rule.

Besides population-based statutes and rules, what other 
indicators might show how much the state has changed over 
the last few years? 

The Texas Comptroller of Public Accounts collects local 
reports of property tax data every year and the Texas 
Association of Counties has been obtaining copies of that 
data for quite some time. Part of that data breaks down the 
different categories of taxable property. 

© County Information Program, 
Texas Association of Counties

Map 2: Total County Population, 2018 Estimate
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Map 4 shows the change in the number of acres of farm 
and ranch land by county from 1995 to 2018. There are 
some caveats. Data from several counties is missing or 
obviously suspect for one of those two years; in most cases 
we simply substituted the data from either the prior or 
subsequent year. However, this was not possible for three 
counties since issues existed with their data from multiple 
years. Lastly, some counties actually showed an increase in 
acreage; in three cases, acreage increased by more than 1%. 
All counties showing an increase in acreage were lumped 
in with those that had a decrease from 0% to 5% in the “No 
Significant Change” category.

While the data is a bit suspect, the map does show 
significant declining acreage in the counties with the 
largest cities, as well in many nearby suburban counties. 
These are precisely those areas where, in a growing state, 
one would expect agricultural land to be converted into 
subdivisions and shopping malls. Obviously, the decline in 
acreage could and probably does have other explanations. 
Combined with the other data/maps, however, it points to 

© County Information Program, 
Texas Association of Counties
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Map 4: Farm and Ranch Acreage
1995 – 2018

the areas that are shifting from rural counties to urban 
counties.

Obviously, parts of Texas are becoming more urban as 
more and more counties grow beyond their rural roots; how 
many depends on what definition you want to use. Just as 
clearly, other parts may actually be becoming more rural as 
seen by the declining populations in 77 counties; again, the 
number depends on which definition of urban or rural you 
want to use. But, by any set of definitions, these processes 
are taking place. And this will be a challenge for policy 
makers both at the local and at the state level.

 
Defining “Rural” Counties

The Texas Legislative Council produces a document 
(https://tlc.texas.gov/docs/policy/Def_Rural_Statutes.pdf) 
that identifies 18 different state agencies with their own 
definitions of rural, each of which was created by statute or 
administrative rule. Some agencies base their definitions on 
the populations of municipalities, some on the populations 
of counties, some definitions even overlap. But, they do 
not all agree. The document includes 12 different maps 
using those definitions and highlighting rural areas, rural 
communities, rural counties and rural border counties.

That assortment comes from just the state agencies; 
federal agencies can have their own definitions. The U.S. 
Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service 
maintains a web page (https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/
rural-economy-population/rural-classifications/what-is-
rural.aspx) discussing the definitions of “rural” used by the 
U.S. Census Bureau and the Office of Management and 
Budget.

Finally, most of the definitions listed in this article deal 
with how to define a rural county and the article implicitly 
assumes that any county that is not rural must be urban. 
While some organizations agree with that assumption, 
either explicitly or implicitly, not all do. For example, TAC 
once sent a survey to county judges that included a question 
asking if they considered their county to be rural, urban 
or suburban. And the USDA uses a set of Rural-Urban 
Continuum Codes with 9 different categories: six “non-
metro” codes, including two for rural counties, plus three 
“metro” codes. *
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Note: More information regarding events can be found online via the TAC Education Calendar, 
www.county.org/calendar.

JANUARY 2020
16-17, Texas Association of County Auditors’ 
January On-the-Road Area Training
Kemah Boardwalk, 8 Kemah Waterfront St., 
Kemah, TX 77565. For more information, please 
contact Sam Burke at (800) 456-5974.

FEBRUARY 2020
3-6, County and District Clerks’ Association 
of Texas Winter Conference
Embassy Suites Hotel and Conference 
Center, 1001 E. McCarty Ln., San Marcos, 
TX 78666. For more information, contact Luz 
Hinojosa or Sam Burke at (800) 456-5974.

10, TAC CIRA Website Training
Texas Association of Counties, 1210 San 
Antonio, Austin, TX 78701. For more information, 
contact Rachel Kucera at (800) 456-5974.

11-13, V.G. Young Institute of County 
Government School for Commissioners 
Court
Hilton College Station Hotel & Conference 
Center, 801 University Dr. E., College Station, 
TX 77840. For more information, contact V.G. 
Young Institute of County Government at (979) 
845-4572.

12-14, Healthy County Boot Camp
Renaissance Austin Hotel 9721 Arboretum 
Blvd., Austin, TX 78759. Join us where wellness 
industry experts and your peers share powerful 
tips, strategies and resources you can use to help 
county officials and employees lead healthy lives. 
For more information, contact your Wellness 
Consultant or Amy Lawson at (800) 456-5974.

19-21, County Court Assistants Training 
Conference
Sheraton Austin Georgetown Hotel & Conference 
Center, 1101 Woodlawn Ave., Georgetown, TX 
78628. For more information, contact Adrienne 
Bethke at (800) 456-5974.

MARCH 2020
3-6, Basics of County Investments Course
Embassy Suites by Hilton San Marcos, 1001 
E. McCarty Lane, San Marcos, TX 78666. For 
more information, contact Deanna Auert or Nino 
Miranda at (800) 456-5974.

5, Spring Panhandle County Judges and 
Commissioners Association Conference
Texas A&M Agrilife Research and Extension 
Center, 6500 Amarillo Blvd. W., Amarillo, TX 
79106. For more information, contact Michele 
Ewerz or Rachel Kucera at (800) 456-5974.

25-27, Spring Judicial Education Session
Overton Hotel & Conference Center, 2322 
Mac Davis Ln., Lubbock, TX 79401. For more 
information, contact Adrienne Bethke at (800) 
456-5974.

April 2020
1-3, County Management & Risk Conference
Moody Gardens Hotel, Seven Hope 
Blvd., Galveston, TX 77554. Don’t miss this 
opportunity to learn how to reduce risk and 
prevent losses throughout your county’s 
operations. Hear the latest about health care 
reform and how employee wellness can affect 
your bottom line. For more information, contact 
Amy Lawson or Megan West at (800) 456-5974.
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PHOTOGRAPHING TEXAS:  
THE SWARTZ BROTHERS, 1880–1918  
By Richard F. Selcer 

John, David and Charles Swartz, three brothers who moved 
from Virginia to Fort Worth in the late nineteenth century, 
captured a visual record of the people, places and events that 
chronicles Fort Worth’s transformation from a frontier outpost 
to a bustling metropolis.

In “Photographing Texas: The Swartz Brothers, 1880–1918,” historian and scholar Richard Selcer 
gathers a collection of some of the Swartz brothers’ most important images from Fort Worth 
and elsewhere, few of which have ever been assembled in a single repository. He also offers 
the fruits of exhaustive research into the photographers’ backgrounds, careers, techniques and 
place in Fort Worth society. The result is an illuminating and entertaining perspective on frontier 
photography, western history and life in Fort Worth at the turn of the nineteenth-to-twentieth 
centuries.

THE REMIX: HOW TO LEAD AND SUCCEED IN THE 
MULTIGENERATIONAL WORKPLACE   
By Lindsey Pollak

Millennials have become the largest generation in the U.S. workforce, 
and Generation Z workers are right behind them. Leaders and 
organizations must embrace the new ways of working that appeal 
to the digital-first generations, while continuing to appeal to Baby 
Boomers and Generation X, who will likely remain in the workforce 
for decades to come.

As a leading expert on the multigenerational workplace, Lindsey 
Pollak combines the most recent data with her own original 

research, as well as detailed case studies from Fortune 500 companies and other top 
organizations. “The Remix” shows how to adapt through proven strategies that serve all 
generations’ needs. The result is a workplace that blends the best of each generation’s 
ideas and practices to design a smarter, more inclusive work environment for everyone. 
HarperBusiness Publisher.

TEXAS SEAFOOD: A COOKBOOK AND COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE   
By PJ Stoops and Benchalak Srimart Stoops

The abundance of seafood available from the northwest Gulf 
of Mexico includes hundreds of delicious species that are 
often overlooked by consumers. Celebrating this regional 
bounty, “Texas Seafood” showcases the expertise of longtime 
fishmongers and chefs PJ and “Apple Srimart” Stoops. 
Readers will find familiar fish like Red Snapper along with 
dozens of little-known finfish and invertebrates, including 
tunas, mackerels, rays and skates, as well as bivalves, 
shrimps, crabs and other varieties, many of which are 
considered “bycatch” (seafood that a fisher didn’t intend to 
catch), but that are no more difficult to prepare and just as 
delicious as those commonly found at your local supermarket. 
University of Texas Press.

Social Media Round-Up 
These are the top postings for TAC’s 
Facebook, Twitter and Instagram 
accounts last month. Like TAC 
on Facebook at www. facebook.
com/texascounties and follow us 
on Twitter at www.twitter.com/
TexasCounties. Follow us on 
Instagram at www.instagram.com/
texascounties.
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County officials and employees (and anyone 
else in a Texas county) are encouraged to 
email their high-resolution photographs for 
publication in Last Look to County Managing 
Editor Anna McGarity at annam@county.org. 
Please make sure to write about the events 
behind the photograph — why the picture 
was taken, what makes the moment or 
memory special, or what can’t be seen in  
the shot.

Howdy, Stranger!

Alone longhorn steer in northwest Travis County is curious about 
a new visitor but is more than willing to smile for the camera.                      
Photo by Robbie Becklund. *



Who are you going to call 
the cruiser won’t start?

Get back on the road with the purchase of a new 
emergency vehicle. Shop for law enforcement 
and emergency vehicles on the BuyBoard®— 
a trusted, transparent, experienced cooperative 
purchasing choice.

buyboard.com • 800.695.2919
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