
MINUTES
TRI-COUNTY MEETING

DOUGLAS, LANCASTER AND SARPY COUNTY BOARDS
METROPOLITAN COMMUNITY COLLEGE - FORT OMAHA CAMPUS

5600 NORTH 30TH STREET, OMAHA, NEBRASKA
SWANSON CONFERENCE CENTER - ROOMS E-F

MONDAY, NOVEMBER 14, 2016
8:30 A.M.

Douglas County: Mary Ann Borgeson, County Board Chair; Chris Rodgers, County Board
Vice Chair; Clare Duda, County Commissioner; Marc Kraft, County Commissioner; P.J.
Morgan, County Commissioner; Patrick Bloomingdale, Chief Administrative Officer;
Diane Carlson, Deputy County Administrator; Catherine Hall, Assistant County
Administrator; Marcos San Martin, Intergovernmental and Labor Relations Specialist;
Joe Lorenz, Budget & Finance Director; Leia Baez, Public Information Officer; Diane
Battiato, Assessor/Register of Deeds; Michael Goodwillie, Compliance Officer,
Assessor/Register of Deeds Office; Dan Esch, County Clerk/Comptroller; Ellen Sechser,
Administrative Assistant, County Clerk’s Office; Mike Kelley and Sean Kelley (Douglas
County Lobbyists)

Lancaster County: Roma Amundson, County Board Chair; Todd Wiltgen, County Board
Vice Chair; Bill Avery, County Commissioner; Deb Schorr, County Commissioner; Kerry
Eagan, Chief Administrative Officer; Dennis Meyer, Budget and Fiscal Officer; Brad
Johnson, Interim Corrections Director; Ann Taylor, Lancaster County Clerk’s Office; Joe
Kohout and Jonathan Bradford, Kissel/E&S Associates (Lancaster County Lobbyists) 

Sarpy County: Don Kelly, County Board Chair; Brenda Carlisle, County Commissioner;
Jim Thompson, County Commissioner; Jim Warren, County Commissioner; Brian Zuger,
County Commissioner-Elect; Mark Wayne, County Administrator; Scott Bovick, Deputy
County Administrator; Deb Houghtaling, County Clerk; Renee Lansman, Chief Deputy
County Clerk; Fred Uhe, Director of Community and Government Relations; Brian
Hanson, Fiscal Administrator; Dan Pittman, County Assessor; Nicole Spitzenberger,
Deputy County Attorney; Mike Jones, Corrections Director; Tim Gay (Sarpy County
Lobbyist)

Also in attendance: Larry Dix, Nebraska Association of County Officials (NACO)
Executive Director; and Tim Hruza, Director of Policy and Research, Lincoln
Independent Business Association (LIBA)

NOTE: A copy of the Nebraska Open Meetings Act was available.

A reception and light breakfast were held, beginning at 8:30 a.m.

Mary Ann Borgeson, Douglas County Board Chair, opened the meeting at 9:03 a.m.
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 1 LEGISLATION

• Development of Legislative Priorities

< Lancaster County

Kerry Eagan, Lancaster County Chief Administrative Officer, presented 2017 Lancaster
County Legislative Priorities and Lancaster County Legislative Proposals; 2017 Session
(Exhibits A and B).  He said there were other proposals that did not make the list and
said one he believes is worth consideration is to strengthen prisoner litigation statutes
to discourage frivolous lawsuits.

< Sarpy County

Fred Uhe, Sarpy County Director of Community and Government Relations, reviewed
Sarpy County 2017 Legislative Proposals (Exhibit C).

Diane Battiato, Assessor/Register of Deeds, thanked Sarpy County for prioritizing the
Register of Deeds Technology and Preservation Fund (see Exhibit C) and urged the
other counties to lobby to have the January 1, 2018 sunset date lifted. 

< Douglas County

Marcos San Martin, Douglas County Intergovernmental and Labor Relations Specialist,
presented a draft of Board of County Commissioners; Douglas County, Nebraska; 2017
Legislative Agenda Priorities (Exhibit D). 

Discussion took place regarding Priority No. 10, Support revisions to Chapter §77
(Nebraska Revised Statutes) pertaining to Board of Equalization (BOE).  With regards to
the first bulleted item, Battiato said the Tax Equalization and Review Commission
(TERC) holds single commissioner hearings in Omaha.  Don Kelly, Sarpy County Board
Chair, asked the rationale for the third bulleted item - Prohibit County Assessors from
appealing directly to TERC without local BOE approval.  Borgeson said that is frequently
occurring in Douglas County, noting there is a cost factor.  Kelly said he is bothered
when the BOE makes a determination on a tax ruling and it is overturned by the
Assessor’s Office the next year.  He said he would like to see a statute in place that
protects that ruling so that property owners feel their claims are being taken seriously. 
Borgeson concurred, adding that has frequently occurred in Douglas County.  She said
some taxpayers have filed with TERC and the County Assessor has returned their value
to the protested value the next year.

Page 2



< Nebraska Association of County Officials (NACO)

Larry Dix, Nebraska Association of County Officials (NACO) Executive Director, gave an
overview of 2017 NACO Legislative Issues to Pursue (Exhibit E). 

P.J. Morgan, Douglas County Commissioner, commented that Douglas County has had
its tax base reduced by medical facilities that are not operating as charitable facilities
(the buildings are removed from the tax rolls).  He said some states have payment in
lieu of taxes (PILT) to compensate local governments for some or all of the tax revenue
that it loses because of the nature of the ownership or use of a particular piece of real
property.  Morgan cited Minnesota as an example and said if a hospital has doctor
offices attached to its facility, that portion is taxed.  Dix said Bryan Health has taken
over a residential block in Lincoln and those properties are no longer on the tax roll. 
Morgan suggested formation of a small group to look at this issue further. 

Patrick Bloomingdale, Douglas County Chief Administrative Officer, said he is very
concerned about losing community-based aid (grant funds) for juvenile justice reform
and alternatives to detention programs.  Dix said he believes that issue will come
before the Legislature this year.  Chris Rodgers, Douglas County Board Vice Chair, said
Senator Bob Krist has been involved in discussions.  Todd Wiltgen, Lancaster County
Board Vice Chair, said he and Lancaster County Commissioner Deb Schorr recently met
with Senator Krist to discuss funding issues and said the message they received was
that the counties have to demonstrate that the monies they receive are being put to
good use and that there are quantifiable outcomes. 

Dix suggested setting up an off-the-record meeting with the Chair of the Legislature’s
Revenue Committee, once that leadership has been determined, to discuss the
counties’ concerns.  Morgan felt the issue of tax exemptions for medical facilities that
are not operating as charitable facilities should be addressed and said he would like to
be part of that discussion.

Tim Gay, Sarpy County’s lobbyist, thanked Dix for all the assistance he has provided to
counties and their lobbyists.

• Discussion of possible legislative changes to Board of
Equalization process

See Item 1.
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2 MENTAL HEALTH/CRIMINAL JUSTICE REFORM

• Detox/Civil Protective Custody

Borgeson said Catholic Charities had provided detox/civil protective services to Douglas
County through a Region 6 (Behavioral Health) contract but elected to no longer do so. 
She said Region 6 went out for an RFP and the transition to a new provider should take
place January 1, 2017.

Eagan said Lancaster County has had an agreement in place for a number of years
involving Bryan Health (Healthcare Company), Lancaster County Mental Health Crisis
Center, Region 5 (Behavioral Health) and Cornhusker Place Detox.  

• Need for Psychiatric Emergency Room

Borgeson said Region 6 is looking at the need for a psychiatric emergency room which
should help alleviate some of the Emergency Room (ER) problems, i.e. individuals who
are accessing the ER are not receiving psychiatric treatment but are waiting for a
placement.  She said they have looked at several models and like one in which a facility
would serve as “the door” that everyone would enter for mental health issues.  A quick
assessment would be provided and then the individual would meet with a psychiatric
team to develop a treatment plan.  Borgeson said it is also believed it would help
alleviate the problem of individuals with mental health issues being picked up by law
enforcement and taken to jail.  She said funding is an issue but they are moving
forward with developing a business plan.  Even individuals who are in police custody 
could be brought to the facility for an initial assessment before being taken to jail.

Wiltgen said Region 5 is looking at the lack of acute/subacute care after individuals are
released from the Mental Health Crisis Center.  He said the Lincoln Regional Center
(LRC) does not have available beds so individuals needing long-term inpatient care are
being sent to Mary Lanning Hospital in Hastings or the Richard Young Hospital in
Kearney.  Borgeson said Region 6 is not necessarily looking at a lack of beds, rather
utilization of beds.  She encouraged Region 5 to contact Dr. Scott Zeller, Chief of
Psychiatric Emergency Services in Alameda County, California, who is an expert in this
area.

• Need for Alternatives to Housing the Mentally Ill in County
Jails

Borgeson said Douglas County is involved in the Stepping Up Initiative, a national
initiative to reduce the number of individuals with mental illness in jails, and is working 
with Region 6 on developing alternatives to housing mentally ill individuals in jail.  She
said the Douglas County Board has also increased the number of mental health
providers and resources within its jail.  Borgeson said Douglas County is seeing
individuals that need treatment longer than what is offered through acute/subacute
care.  
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Borgeson also reported that Douglas County has had conversations with the Brain
Injury Association because some individuals with those type of injuries are being
treated for mental illness and said the director of that organization would like Douglas,
Lancaster and Sarpy County to start a pilot program to screen individuals.  She said
Douglas County is also looking at establishing a pilot program for long-term injectable
mental health medications to see if it would reduce recidivism. 

• Discussion of the Increased Corrections Population and the
Causes

Borgeson said the female jail population has “skyrocketed” in Douglas County, noting
the majority are in for assault or drug related charges.  She said the male population
has more mental health issues.

Brad Johnson, Interim Lancaster County Corrections Director, said Lancaster County
has also had a significant increase in its female jail population, mostly related to drug
issues.  He said he has noticed that females do not bond out as easily as males but is
not sure why.  They also tend to stay in the jail facility longer.  Johnson said they had
to open another pod this summer to house the additional females.  That pod was
intended to be a male unit.  In terms of the males, the felony incarceration rate has
increased dramatically.  Length of stay has also increased.  He felt the increases are
partly due to the passage of Legislative Bill (LB) 605, which changed classification of
penalties, punishments, probation and parole provisions, and provisions relating to
criminal records and restitution.  Johnson said there has also been an increase in the
number of custodial sanctions, noting the County hasn’t yet seen the impact of post-
release supervision from the state prisons as a result of LB 605.  NOTE: Individuals
who are released from prison and violate terms of their probation will be sent to county
jail with sanctions under terms of the legislation.

Borgeson said Douglas County is working with the University of Nebraska-Omaha
(UNO) on data sets to show the impact of LB 605.

Johnson said one of Lancaster County’s biggest issues is that mentally ill offenders
refuse to take their medications or accept mental health resources and so they tend to
deteriorate.  Borgeson said Douglas County utilizes peer specialists which has helped
with compliance issues.  She said Douglas County has had problems with offenders not
staying with their treatment plan once they are released and said they are collaborating
with area shelters on how to address the issue.  Borgeson also suggested the Nebraska
Attorney General’s Office be asked to give a presentation on opioids at a future Tri-
County Meeting because opioid use is increasing and is impacting jail numbers.  Marc
Kraft, Douglas County Commissioner, thought it would be a more effective use of time 
to have the presentation provided electronically, adding it could also provide an
opportunity for more community involvement.
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Mike Jones, Sarpy County Corrections Director, said Sarpy County has had 400 bed
days just on the custodial sanctions.  In terms of tracking LB 605 data, Jones said the
State is the holder of the data and should be providing that information to the counties. 
He said Sarpy County has a 148 bed jail facility with a functional capacity of 126.  Jones
said their jail population is currently 143 and estimated that less than 25 are sentenced. 
Sarpy County also has approximately 200 individuals on pre-trial release.  Jones said
the driving force for Sarpy County is average length of stay, which is currently 17 days,
and indicated plans to do a study the system from the point of arrest to point of
sentencing to see if there are any efficiencies they could pick up.  Borgeson said
Douglas County is also dealing with longer lengths of stay.  Kraft said part of the
problem is that some individuals are unable to post bond.

The meeting was recessed at 10:45 a.m. and resumed at 10:58 a.m.

3 JUVENILE DETENTION PER DIEM

Eagan said Lancaster County has been chastised by the State because it has the
highest per diem in the State.  He said Lancaster County’s Youth Services Center (YSC)
Director contacted her counterpart in Douglas County to see why there was such a
difference in the per diem rates.  Eagan said it was determined that Lancaster County
has a lower staff to youth ratio but said the biggest difference is that Lancaster County
includes all of its direct costs (such as rent, workers’ compensation, personnel, attorney
and information services), as well as depreciation, in its per diem.  Douglas County
does not.  Lancaster County’s per diem is $307 but the State is only paying $276. 
Douglas County’s per diem is $225.  He stressed the importance of including all costs in
the per diem, noting not doing so skews the cost of post-adjudication, which is a State
responsibility, and shifts costs to County taxpayers.

Schorr said Senator Bob Krist has indicated the possibility of the State closing youth
rehabilitation treatment centers in Kearney and Geneva and rehousing those youth
closer to their home communities.  Senator Krist also made a reference to designing a
regional system for juvenile justice.  She said that makes an accurate representation of
costs particularly important if the State could be reimbursing counties for housing youth
in local facilities. 

Brian Hanson, Sarpy County Fiscal Administrator, said Sarpy County’s population
numbers have decreased but staffing has not decreased accordingly.  Sarpy County
does include indirect costs in its per diem, which is $639.  He said the State is only
paying $256 per day.

Joe Kohout, Lancaster County’s lobbyist, said the State may try to shift dollars from 
facilities to community aid, like it did with behavioral health reform.  He said that aid
has been cut systematically over the years and recommended counties “be on guard”
for what that new system might look like.
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4 DISCUSSION REGARDING EMPLOYEE AND RETIREE HEALTH
INSURANCE

Bloomingdale said Douglas County is projected to have an 18% increase in employee
and retiree health insurance premiums.  He said the County will absorb half of that cost
through its Health Insurance Reserve Fund.  The remainder will be passed on to
participants.  The percentage that retirees contribute to premiums is also being
increased.  Bloomingdale said the County Board is looking at several options for
employee and retiree coverage, such as contracting with one health care facility or
providing funds for employees to buy their own coverage on the marketplace.

Borgeson asked whether Lancaster and Sarpy County offer insurance coverage to their
retirees.  Meyer said Lancaster County does not but has a Post Employment Health Plan
(PEHP) that retirees can utilize for health care costs, such as insurance premiums.

Mark Wayne, Sarpy County Administrator, provided information on Sarpy County’s
insurance coverage, including that for retirees (Exhibit F).  He said very few retirees
take advantage of the retiree benefit, due to the cost.

Dix said he is not aware of any other counties in Nebraska that offers a retiree plan. 
He noted NACO recently contracted with First Concord Benefits Group to assist
individuals in transitioning from their county plan as they reach retirement age.  He said
the program is being offered to all counties but each will have to have a process in
place to compensate the employee in some way to leave their county plan.

Borgeson said one of Douglas County’s unions suggested offering an incentive ($1,000)
to get more employees to enroll in the County’s Health Savings Account (HSA)
Program.

D. Kelly said he believes Sarpy County’s plan is unsustainable and believes the ratios
need to be more in line with the private sector.  He suggested the three counties form
a pool for insurance.  Dix said NACO could also create a secondary pool for the three
counties.

5 DISCUSSION REGARDING GREENBELT (CRITERIA USED TO
APPROVE/DENY)

D. Kelly discussed why he believes there needs to be a statutory change to define what
is a farm (see Nebraska Revised Statutes §77-1344 and §77-1359), citing one example
of what he believes has been a misuse of the greenbelt exception in Sarpy County.

Dan Pittman, Sarpy County Assessor, said greenbelt was a pretty strict program at one
time but has eroded through the years.  He said there currently are no land size,
continuous production, zoning or proof of income requirements but said the land must
be located outside the jurisdiction of a city or a Sanitary Improvement District (SID)
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and must be used for the commercial production of any plant or animal that is in a raw
or unprocessed state.  Pittman conceded there is a lot of niche farming occurring but
felt there should be an income requirement and greater monitoring. 

Michael Goodwillie, Compliance Officer, Douglas County Assessor/Register of Deeds
Office, cautioned there may be instances where there is commercial production but it is
not generating income yet, citing vineyard crops as an example. 

The meeting was recessed at 11:55 a.m. and resumed at 12:01 p.m.

Randy Schmailzl, Metropolitan Community College President, welcomed attendees to
the Metropolitan Community College campus.

The meeting was recessed at 12:04 p.m. and resumed at 12:37 p.m.

6 UPDATE ON STRATEGIC PLANNING PRIORITIES

Bloomingdale said Douglas County Board worked with a consultant to develop a
strategic plan, which it approved in April.  He said short-term and long-term priorities
were identified, including:

• Study various types of enhanced budgeting processies, such as zero-
based budgeting

• Assess the benefit system and possibly move to a paid time off (PTO)
system

• Hire a public information officer and enhance citizen engagement
• Develop a plan to reduce pre-trial numbers and possibly merge the

City and County Attorney’s Offices
• Establish a mental health court
• Develop drawings for juvenile justice campus
• Pursue public/private health partnerships
• Enhance employee wellness program

Brief discussion took place regarding zero-based budgeting.  Bill Avery, Lancaster
County Commissioner, said the Lancaster County Board tried zero-based budgeting 
with two of the largest county departments in the past budget cycle but said it was
unsuccessful.  He felt one of the biggest challenges is changing attitudes towards how
to build a budget.  Avery said the best predictor of next year’s budget is this year’s
budget plus some increment, because that is how it has always been done.  He said
that guarantees an increase in spending and at some point it becomes unsustainable.  
Kraft said it is difficult to factor in grants and programs funded by outside sources with
zero-based budgeting.  He felt it would be better to look for analytical budgeting and
suggested counties study Oregon’s budgeting process.  Roma Amundson, Lancaster
County Board Chair, stressed the need for an education process.
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Schorr said the City of Lincoln and Lancaster County successfully merged the City and
County Attorney’s Juvenile Divisions last year.  She also noted that Douglas and Sarpy
County mentioned earlier that they incentivize their employees (gift certificates and
premium reductions) for positive health decisions and said the Lancaster County
Attorney’s Office has indicated that offering incentives is a violation of law.  Schorr
questioned how the other counties are getting around that issue.  Bloomingdale said it
is not illegal but the incentives must be taxed.  He said Douglas County plans to move
to only offering premium incentives.  Eagan said the County Attorney’s Office is
scheduled to address the issue further with the Board.  Scott Bovick, Sarpy County
Deputy County Administrator, said Sarpy County initially funneled incentives through
their insurance broker.  This year they informed employees they would have to pay tax
on the gift cards they received.  He said they are also offering time off for participating
in the wellness program and felt it will increase participation.

Wayne gave an overview of Sarpy County Government; Strategic Plan for 2013-2016
(March, 2014 Update) (Exhibit G).

Borgeson asked Wayne to expand on what Sarpy County does in the economic
development arena.  Wayne said Sarpy County provides $90,000 a year to support the
Sarpy County Economic Development Corporation which is housed out of the Omaha
Chamber of Commerce.  He said they also provide assistance in the form of
infrastructure, such as road and sanitary sewer improvements, and work with the State
to try to get site and building fund dollars.    

Eagan said Lancaster County does not have a strategic plan in place but engaged
Robert Blair, Associate Professor, School of Public Administration, University of
Nebraska at Omaha (UNO); and Jerry Deichert, Director for the Center for Public Affairs
Research, UNO, last year to facilitate strategic planning discussion.  He said they
focused on the critical external challenges that affect the future growth and
development of the County and the most critical challenges facing the County Board. 
Eagan said the external challenges include infrastructure needs and financing, public
safety, criminal justice, increasing efficiencies, the social safety net and taxes. 
Challenges facing the Board include budgeting, human resource management and
organizational development, and unfunded mandates.

7 OTHER TOPICS

• Payroll Systems

Wiltgen said the company that provides the payroll system utilized by City of Lincoln
and Lancaster County was purchased by another company, which is discontinuing
support.  He said the City and County are looking at new payroll systems and asked
what Douglas and Sarpy County are using.
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Dennis Meyer, Lancaster County Budget and Fiscal Officer, added that they are looking
at systems that can provide Human Resources (HR) functions, such as time and
attendance.

Dan Esch, Douglas County Clerk/Comptroller, said Douglas County uses Oracle for
tracking time and labor.  He said the City of Omaha also uses Oracle but not for payroll. 
Meyer asked whether Douglas County went through a request for proposal (RFP)
process to select a payroll system.  Esch said they did.  Borgeson said the County is
able to purchase different modules from Oracle, such as payroll and HR, but it is
sometimes difficult to make changes within the system.

Uhe said Sarpy County uses a cloud-based system but does not have an HR package.

• Zero-Based Budgeting

See Item 6.

8 PRESENTATION ON NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF COUNTY
OFFICIALS (NACo)

Borgeson, who serves on the National Association of County Officials (NACo) Board of
Directors, discussed ways that NACo can assist counties, such as research.

9 ADJOURNMENT

There being no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 1:27 p.m.

_________________
Dan Nolte
Lancaster County Clerk
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