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Supervisor of Roads Gains Advocate

Diane Swisher wanted to know why some of the roads in Union County were in such rugged shape, some barely passable.  So she did what any good teacher would do – she researched her topic.  She talked to the road commissioners and to Clayton Helms.  She studied the county budget to understand revenue sources and expenditures. Then she decided to see if she could help.  After compiling and analyzing data, the obvious conclusion was that the county commissioners are expecting far too much for way too little.  The number of miles of roads that the county is responsible for has increased 20%, from 527 miles to 635 miles, with the addition of new subdivisions.  During the last few years, the cost of asphalt increased 212% - from $16 a ton to $34 a ton. And the price of tar and chips has risen 297%.  Meanwhile, county road funding has increased only 11.6% over the past 5 years (to $58,035) - well below the cost of doing business.

On 8/14/06, Clayton Helms addressed the Commission regarding increased costs for gas, diesel, and asphalt and noted, “We are taking over more and more roads for maintenance but we’re not getting any more money.  I’m not asking for a tax increase, just some of the “new” money that is coming in.  Otherwise I’m going to be in a world of hurt.”  At that time, the mayor explained that the Highway Dept share of all income, including “new money” was 3 cents per every $2 of tax money collected and that the only way for the Highway Dept to get more money than that was to increase the portion to more than 3 cents.  And the only way that could happen would be to raise taxes.  Mr. Helms did not want to be responsible for raising taxes in the county, but told the commissioners on 8/14 that the funds coming in to his department were not enough to cover the expenses or road maintenance.

Charlie Cox had a letter from one of his constituents who can’t get down into Sugar Camp Rd. “It is really bad”, said Mr. Cox.  The people who live there really need to get it fixed.”  “We all drive on Union County roads,” Ms. Swisher noted.  “You might not drive on my roads and I might not drive on yours, but we all use these roads.”  Roads in Tanglewood and in the Sugar Camp area will be treacherous this winter if something is not done to improve them.  These roads have seen serious deterioration from the heavy equipment traveling on them as part of the work at the new water plant.  Ms. Swisher has spoken with Marvin Hammond, CEO and President of Hallsdale Powell Utility District, about the possibility of patching these roads until the project is completed and he can make good on his promise to repave the roads.  Mr. Hammond said that he would call Mr. Helms to discuss the matter. Mayor Lay reminded everyone that Hallsdale Powell has invested 26 million dollars bringing water into Union County, they have pledged to pay for repairing roads and that they are committed to helping the county. 

Mr. Helms has applied for 2 grants to assist with the costs of sign replacement and for new guardrails, but there is little else he can do.  Ms. Swisher had several suggestions for increasing income.  The state will allow a county to assess an “impact fee” for contractors to help offset the damage they do, but county attorney David Myers stated that the state mandates that these fees go into the school budget, not to the roads department. Setting aside a portion of the increased tax income from developments such as Norris Shores and Sunset Bay to be dedicated just for roads is also not feasible as all of the property tax income must go into the county funds to then be divided as set in the budget – again, 3 cents of every $2 collected goes to roads.

When the Norris Shores development was built, the county had no road paving standards in place and the roads there were poorly constructed with an inadequate base.  The county does now have more stringent guidelines that follow those of Knox County and the state of TN and subdivisions now must meet those standards.  However, the roads in Norris Shores are falling apart because they were not built properly and they are even more dangerous as they have no guardrails, small or no shoulders and steep drops right off the road. Commissioner Mike Sexton reported that he did look at the roads in Norris Shores and that while they were not in good condition, there were other roads in the county that were in the same shape. A motion was made to table this discussion until the 2007-2008 fiscal year budget to give Hallsdale Powell time to fix the roads and consider a tax increase for the Highway Dept at that time.  Voting NO to tabling the discussion for a year were Wayne Collins, Charlie Cox, Greg Davis, Gary England and Kenny Hill and the motion passed.
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