Engage Gwinnett Introduction
History
Over the past two years, Gwinnett County government has undertaken proactive initiatives to
improve its financial position. This document is intended to provide a history and brief overview
of those initiatives so that the remainder of this publication can be taken into context with actions
already accomplished by the organization.
The County has a history of strong conservative financial management. Since 1997, the County
has maintained a triple-AAA credit rating from each of the three major ratings agencies (Standard
and Poors, Moodys, and Fitch). The rating agencies have cited the County’s low debt levels,
strong pay-as-you go capital program, and the County’s strong reserves as reasons for the high
credit rating. This rating is held by only 23 other counties across the United States.
Gwinnett has consistently reduced the county property tax rate (millage rate) since 1996,
equating to a reduction of 27 percent. Through the end of 2008, this resulted in foregoing
$839,248,605 in revenue. In comparison to the total General Fund budget for fiscal year 2010,
this foregone revenue equates to over two years of property tax income. It is clear that providing
property tax relief has been an important initiative of this County. However, since 2000, forecasts
have projected slower revenue growth and increasing costs. Starting in 2006, the County stepped
up its economic development efforts, launched a series of internal efficiency studies, and
increased it’s oversight to create an even tighter control over the budget growth.
In 2008, the County recorded the use of over $38 million of reserve funds to finance
expenditures. This event marked the confirmation of projections that had been made several
years previously. With the loss of state provided revenue associated with a state property tax
exemption, the County faced a looming budget gap for 2009. There was also declining water
revenues as a result of conservation efforts with the drought. While the use of fund balance was
forecasted for 2008, its use led to a bigger philosophical need to do things differently. An
improvement to the financial plan and forecast were required.
Response
In the fall of 2008, two initiatives to improve the County’s financial plan occurred. The first
initiative was the Service Value and Responsibility (SVR) project. Starting in September 2008,
more than 70 employees on nine evaluation teams led by senior management and facilitated by
an external consultant reviewed departmental budgets and operations and made
recommendations. By late November, ideas were being discussed on ways to cut costs and
improve efficiency.
Examples of costs examined included: non-core services, administrative functions, rates and
fees, productivity, facility operations and maintenance, equipment, inventories, supplies, and
personnel costs including overtime and benefits. More than 150 cost-saving alternatives were
identified totaling approximately $79 million.
Nearly 100 of these cost saving options were incorporated into the 2009 Budget resulting in
approximately $40 million in savings – of that amount, approximately $33 million were reductions
in expense and close to $7 million in revenue increases.
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Expense reductions that were implemented as part of the Service Value and Responsibility
project include both large and small reductions, as well as fee increases. Large items included
organizational restructuring, outsourcing, and deferring contributions to capital. Other significant
initiatives of the SVR project were additional employee health insurance cost sharing ($3.2
million) and a reduction of county fleet ($3.9 million). Other small initiatives included the reduction
of office supply budgets. Changes to revenue included increases in the business license fees,
ambulance fees, and the implementation of mail fees for processing vehicle tags. A complete
listing of the SVR projects is provided as an appendix to this document.
In the fall of 2008, concurrent with SVR activities, reductions in force and retirement incentive
offers were occurring within our Planning & Development Department (79 positions) and
Department of Water Resources (14 positions). Each area evaluated their business and found
that there was a need to reduce the size of their workforce. Planning and Development reductions
were the result of the slowdown in the construction and development community; and Water
Resources reductions were the result of obsolete wastewater facilities closing and automation
through the use of technology. These departments were the first organizations to evaluate their
business in relation to our changing environment and the recognition to do things differently
began. With the Business Planning Process, all departments are evaluating the need to reduce
or refocus services for operational efficiency as it relates to core services.
In March 2009, the Board of Commissioners adopted the annual budget that was built upon a
substantial millage rate increase. The additional revenue from the increase was used to formulate
the 2009 budget and was intended to fund improvements to services across the organization as
part of the five-year financial plan. The Board of Commissioners reconsidered their approach to
the millage rate increase, denying the funding plan it in a vote on June 2, 2009. Staff was
directed to look at further budget reductions. In June 2009, the County was facing a budget deficit
of $8 million in the current fiscal year, $60 million in FY 2010, $45 million in FY 2011, and $44
million in 2012.
After the June 2, 2009 Commission decision, staff researched ways to close the budget gap –
first for the current fiscal year and then for future budgets in the 2009 – 2014 financial plan. The
only way to narrow the deficit was to make severe cuts that equated to substantial changes in
service levels. The goal at that time and the philosophy that continues today was to preserve core
services the County provides to residents.
On June 16, 2009, the Board approved the elimination of more than 100 vacant positions, nearly
all program enhancements contemplated in the 2009 budget, and delayed capital construction of
projects that had operational expense. In short, the June 16th agenda item resulted in reductions
of $82 million in Operating funds and $123 million in Capital funds.
Approximately one month later, on July 21, 2009, the Board approved a goal of a 9% across the
board reduction for all departments. They also provided approval to move forward with staffing
changes (reorganizations, reductions in force, and a retirement incentive offers). This included an
additional reduction of 67 employees bringing the total reduction in force through layoffs and
retirements to about 285 employees. This additional reduction in force occurred in the last quarter
of 2009. The Board also eliminated pay raises for the future years and increased employee
contributions to the defined benefit pension plan, as well as set the direction for the 2010 Budget.
The July 21st agenda item resulted in $41.2 million being reduced in 2010; for a total of $217
million being reduced from operating funds over the 5-year financial plan. Other actions as a
result of that agenda item included the closing of the Gwinnett Justice Administration Center in
the evenings and on the weekends and the closing of the Corrections facility. The June 16th
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agenda item balanced the budget for 2009; yet after these two agenda items, a deficit of $9.7
million still existed for 2010.
Citizens responded to the service level reductions, as there was concern about the change in the
quality of life within the County. Citizens also felt that they had not had an opportunity for
involvement in the County’s financial planning processes. This led to a citizen committee, Engage
Gwinnett, being formed in the fall of 2009. With declining revenue streams and public opposition
to both millage rate increases as well as cuts to popular services, Engage Gwinnett is designed to
bring the community together to intentionally and strategically involve stakeholder groups in
making informed recommendations to the Board of Commissioners on desired county programs,
services, revenues, and spending for the next five years.
Millage Rate Increase Reconsidered
Due to citizen response and concern about the service level reductions, the Board of
Commissioners reconsidered their position on a millage rate increase. On December 1, 2009,
the Board adopted a millage rate that restored cuts that had been made to Elected and
Constitutional Officials as well as in the areas of Public Safety and Courts. The millage rate
increase also restored other key services that had been cut earlier in the year such as libraries,
parks, transportation, and committing to a study to review the viability of the correctional facility.
The millage rate increase provided approximately $65 million in revenue to the County. The new
millage rate of 13.25 mills is an increase of 2.28 mills over the 2008 property tax rate. Three
funds were affected by the increase: the General Fund (+2.06 mils), the Recreation Fund (+0.21
mils), and the General Obligation Bond fund (+0.01 mils). While the 2009 millage rate represents
a 20.8% increase over 2008, the 2009 millage rate is 11.4% lower than in 1996. In 1996, the
millage rate for the County was 14.95.
Despite the increase, services across the County for all organizational units were not restored.
Budget reductions to “Back Office” Departments were not considered; BOC Goals/Initiatives were
not restored; Compensation Plans – including pay raises, were not placed back into the financial
plan; Future Planned Service Enhancements were not reprogrammed; and services attributable
to the implementation of the 2030 Unified Plan were not considered.
The retirement incentive offer concluded with more than 200 eligible employees accepting the
incentive to retire. The County lost a combined total of 4,400 years of service and accumulated
knowledge, wisdom, and experience through these retirements. The program will potentially save
an estimated $55 million over the next three years.
A new time has dawned for Gwinnett County. We are continually evaluating processes to
determine better and improved methods of delivery; we are evaluating the level services that we
provide and contemplating whether we should be performing the function at all. Where we
believe the private sector can provide a service more efficiently, we are evaluating and
considering implementing outsourcing models. The County is at a point of transition, where we
are simultaneously focusing on continuous improvement and process change for the delivery of
core services to our citizens.
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APPENDIX

