
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

City of Mt. Vernon, Illinois 
City Council Special Meeting 
Tuesday, February 3, 2015 

 
 

MINUTES 
 
The Mt. Vernon City Council held a Special Meeting on Tuesday, February 3, 2015 at 3:00 p.m. at the Municipal West 
Building, 200 Potomac Blvd., Mt. Vernon, IL.   
 
 

ROLL CALL 
 

Roll call showed present:  Council Members Ron Lash, Dennis McEnaney, Todd Piper, David Wood and Mayor Mary Jane 
Chesley.  Also present were City Manager Ron Neibert, City Attorney David Leggans and City Clerk Jerilee Hopkins. 
 
Also present were the following individuals from Illinois American Water: Bruce Hauk, President; Jeff Kaiser, Director of 
Engineering; Karen Cotton, External Affairs Manager; Ken Jones, Corporate Counsel; Terry Mackin, Director of 
Communications and External Affairs; and Grant Evitts, Senior Operations Manager, Southern Division.   
 
 
 

NEW BUSINESS 
 
First Reading of an Ordinance Approving an Asset Purchase Agreement with Illinois American Water Corporation for the 
sale of the City of Mt. Vernon water and wastewater systems.   
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Comments from Mayor Chesley: 
 

Thank you for coming today.  

We are about to give you background information on a very exciting opportunity for the City of Mt. Vernon.  

We feel this opportunity will enable the City to move forward with clearly stated projects from the City's Comprehensive 
Plan as well as to continue provide high quality infrastructure services that our residents deserve.  

The concept for what you are about to hear began months ago. As is the standard for this Council, many hours of meetings 
and discussions have been done.  

We called this Public Hearing to begin public discussion of the proposed sale of our water /sanitary sewer system to Illinois 
American Water. The sale would mean that lAW would assuming the responsibility for all operations/repairs and upgrades 
to the system.  

This water/sanitary sewer system has provided us with quality service over the years. The key work here is years. Many 
areas of our city have old and outdated lines that are in need of upgrading or replacement. Look at the roads around our 
city and you will see cuts in our streets that have had to be made because of needed repairs. A perfect example is Broadway 
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- 10th Street to 3rd Street and Main Street from 3rd to 10th.  Observe road patches in residential areas where repairs have 
been done. Line breaks mean boil water orders for our residents, loss of water and unscheduled manpower hours to get 
lines repaired.  

Time has played a major part in this problem. We began to seek ways to "catch up" in the modernization of our lines and 
save in the cost and inconvenience of aging lines.  

The City Council and the City Manager and myself are here today to give you a background in our studies, why we are 
seriously consideration of our system, the impact of such an action and what this may mean to our residents in years to 
come.  

This will, of course, mean a change from municipal operation of private operation and with any change there is some 
element of uncertainty. We are here at today's press conference to provide background information and information on 
how this change will impact all of us for years to come.  

 
 
Comments on process Council member Wood: 
 

In about 30 Days, the City Council will vote on whether to approve the sale of the City's Water and Sewer assets to Illinois 
American Water. The sale price will be based on the average of three independent appraisals performed by appraisers 
approved by the Illinois Commerce Commission. However, the price will not be less than $33.5M, or more than $40.3M. A 
reasonable estimate would be about $37.0M. In addition to the money paid for the assets, American Water will commit to 
spend $30.0M over the next ten years on improvements to our water and sewer system, including about $3.0M of water 
line replacements on Main and Broadway from 4th Street to the Appellate Court House in 2016.  
 
It is hard to overestimate the impact this will have on our City if we proceed with the sale (estimated to close in late 2015). 
This is a game-changing event that will forever change our City.  Let me put this in perspective. This Council and the previous 
Council raised about $40.0M (not including grant funds) through debt and primarily a ½ percent sales tax increase. This 
money was spent in accordance with our first Comprehensive Plan - entirely for infrastructure improvements to our water 
and sewer system, our parks, roads, sidewalks and trails, and to build a $6.0M pool, known as the Aquatic Zoo - and perhaps 
most important, to bring jobs and new businesses to our City.  
 
We just completed our second Comprehensive Plan and it lays out the need for further improvements for quality of life 
and for economic development. It does not layout the plan for how to finance those improvements.  
 
This sale means that the City will not have to borrow any additional funds, or raise the sales tax (still the lowest sales tax 
rate for comparable cities in Southern Illinois) for the foreseeable future, perhaps ten years.  
 
To summarize the financial impact on our city, this sale will mean that the city will have spent, or will spend in the next five 
to ten years, over $100M in improvements. After using some of the proceeds (about $9.0M) to reduce our outstanding 
debt the city will have roughly $35.0M of the existing debt remaining. We will have eliminated the need for any future debt 
or sales tax increases for perhaps as long as ten years. All of this accomplished while substantially reducing the size of local 
government by turning over sewer and water operations to a private company.  
 
I know there are a lot of questions and that change will be difficult for many to accept. The Council is providing 30 days 
before taking a final vote to answer those questions and resolve fear that normally and quite naturally comes with a big 
change such as this.  
 
How is it that we have such a valuable water and sewer department? There are two reasons.  
 
Just after the Mayor and I took office, the Council began to fix the financial problems facing the water and sewer 
department. We stopped robbing Peter to pay Paul. We changed our rate policy so that the Public Utilities Department 
would not profit or lose money providing this important service. We just wanted the users to pay what it costs for the water 
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and sewer service - no more and no less. This took a one-time twelve percent rate increase to catch up and to end subsidies 
from our general fund. This was followed by annual inflation increases, each about three percent.  
 
Then we began catching up on old and deteriorating infrastructure like replacing the old Times Square water tower, 
replacing cast iron water lines, updating lift stations, relining main holes and buying new equipment for our people to use 
and to keep them safe. This required a three percent rate increase each of five years to fund the debt to make these 
improvements. This debt will be paid to zero from the proceeds of the sale, about $9.0M.  
 
These rate increases were very painful and difficult for the Council to make - even more painful for the people to pay the 
increasing water bills.  
 
The Council voted all of these rate increases in public meetings and without using the City's Home Rule Power. In fact, 
municipalities are not regulated when it comes to rate increases. American Water will not have this ability. Rate increases 
requested by American Water must be approved by and are regulated by the Illinois Commerce Commission. What about 
that second reason that has made our water and sewer company so valuable? It is our people; pipes, tanks, lift stations are 
just the hard assets. Our people put these assets to work and built the valuable department that we have today.  
 
I hear some of the complaints about work crews on the job, not working as hard as the observer thinks they should.  
This is what I see. I see men working in the early hours of morning, fixing yet another one of the many ancient busted cast 
iron pipes in freezing temperatures. It is easy to criticize, but from what I have seen, we owe our water and sewer 
employees a debt of gratitude for a job well done.  
 
American Water is not just buying pipes and tanks, but they are taking on our people, the real backbone of any organization. 
Thanks to all of our employees for your hard work and efforts over the years.  
 
I have just a few words on the process the Council followed in reaching the decision to sell the water and sewer assets. The 
process began last fall and was the direct result of changes made by the state legislature. The change made in Springfield 
in 2013 made it possible to sell municipal utilities using an appraised price. Since the appraised price will almost certainly 
be greater the than the "book value" of the assets, which is the method that is largely being replaced by the appraisal 
method, I suggest that Springfield is actually encouraging these sales and I predict that there will be more sales of this type.  
 
The Mayor, acting as the overseer of this effort, appointed Dennis and I as a committee of two. The City Manager, 
Councilman McEnaney and I met with three companies in the initial informational and due diligence meetings. Only two of 
the companies survived that first review.  
 
We received comprehensive proposals from both companies for the final round of discussions before we submitted the 
two proposals to the entire Council. The entire Council met and reviewed the proposals and all of the information that had 
been obtained, answers to our extensive questioning of both companies, and made a decision to proceed to a final contract 
with Illinois American Water.  
 
This brings us to today [February 3]. Our last meeting, the last of a dozen meetings as a full Council or the committee of 
two, was last night.  
 
I fervently believe that the process followed was in-depth and more than sufficient for the Council to make an intelligent 
and well-informed decision.  I am confident that a decision by the Council next month to approve this sale is the right 
decision and in the best interest of the City's future, which will be a bright one indeed.  
 
Finally, I want to thank American Water for the professional and forthright manner in which they provided answers with 
candor and integrity. It has been a pleasure.  
 
Thanks to the Mayor for having the confidence in Denny and I to work through this most important project, perhaps the 
most important financial decision the City has made in 30 years. We appreciate your encouragement and your support of 
the sale.  
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Finally to our City Manager who has once again proven to have the technical knowledge and the foresight to guide this city 
with a steady hand that has moved us giant steps towards a bright future. To your critics, a natural byproduct of being a 
City Manager for eight years, I say look at the results and ask if the City is better off today than it was eight years ago, and 
will it be better off ten years from now. Clearly the answer is yes, and you are in large part responsible for many of the 
improvements.  
 
Thank your for your past and future efforts at making Mount Vernon a better place to live, work and run a business.  

 
 
Comments from Council Member Dennis McEnaney: 
 

What's for Sale 
 

 It’s our city wide water & sanitary wastewater system. 
 It includes our wastewater treatment plant, 12 lifts stations, force mains, fire hydrants, and our water and 

sanitary sewer lines. 
 Our waste water plant was rebuilt in '87 and has been operated by EMC since '83 and recently since ‘09 by Am 

Water Company. The plant is in excellent condition and has received many awards for its safety and operations. 
  Our water mains and sanitary sewers lines, however, are not in excellent condition, they are old and need of 

upgrade. 
 
Recent law change / brings a big advantage to us 
 

 In August 2013 the Illinois Water Systems Viability Act was signed into law.  This new law allows cities to value 
their water systems at a higher level than the old cost minus depreciation method.  This is another incentive for 
us to consider this sale. 

 The purchase price of our system will be determined in an appraisal procedure conducted under the supervision 
of the Illinois Commerce Commission. 

 Illinois American Water estimates this price in the $33m-$40m range. 
 
Timeline 
 

 Today we are holding our 1st read on the ordinance which will approve the agreement for the sale of our system 
to Illinois American Water. 

 30 days from now at our scheduled March 2nd council meeting, we will be holding our 2nd reading and anticipated 
vote on this agreement. 

 If approved, the appraisal process will start and depending on ICC review the final sale could happen later this 
year. 

 

Illinois American Water 
 

 We are very pleased that Illinois American Water is interested in purchasing our system at what we feel is 
a premium price. 

 We think they are a high end water utility with great capabilities to operate our system. 
 They have more resources than we do and use state of the art technologies in operating their systems. 
 We are also pleased that Illinois American Water has committed to $30 million in capital improvements to our 

system within the next ten years.   
 We feel water service to Mt. Vernon will continue to improve with this sale. 

Facebook 

 Our plan is to post information on Facebook for your further information and review. 
 We look forward to your comments and questions within the next 30days. 
 

Thanks for your attention 
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Comments from Council Member Ron Lash: 
 
Council Member Lash thanked Council Members McEnaney and Wood for their efforts in bringing about this proposed sale 
as well as Council Member Piper and Mayor Chesley.  He agreed with Council Member Wood that City Manager Ron Neibert 
is the best City Manager in Southern Illinois.   

 
 

 Comments from Council Member Todd Piper: 
 
Council Member Piper thanked the Mayor and Council Member Wood and McEnaney for their leadership and due diligence 
in this process.  Thank you to City Manager Neibert for his leadership and hands-on management during the process.  
Jefferson County Development Corporation agree that Illinois American Water will add to the marketability of Mt. Vernon.  
Illinois American Water will work as a partner with our economic team to attract commercial, industrial and residential 
growth to the City while adding a layer of excellence to customer service.  Government may be less efficient in delivering 
these services rather than a private company.  He applauds the City Council for looking outside the box for a solution to 
solve these problems.  For future City Councils and Mayors, it is very difficult to raise taxes and raise water and sewer rates 
on your neighbors.  Future City Officials will not have the responsibility of managing this utility and dealing with the shut-
offs, complaints, boil water orders, and emergency road patches.  At the end of the day, Mt. Vernon will have a much 
upgraded water system moving forward.   
 

 
Illinois American Water President Bruce Hauk introduced his IAW team attending the meeting:   

 
Jeff Kaiser, Director of Engineering; Karen Cotton, External Affairs Manager; Ken Jones, Corporate Counsel; Terry Mackin, 
Director of Communications and External Affairs; and Grant Evitts, Senior Operations Manager, Southern Division.   
 

Mr. Hauk thanked the Mayor and Council for inviting IAW to the meeting.  Having previously served as a Deputy 
Mayor and also as a Director of Public Works, there is nothing more overwhelming and daunting than public infrastructure.  
IAW has a solution.  Much of the infrastructure in this country was put in the ground 100 years ago and is in much need of 
replacement.  IAW is committed to spending $30 million over the next 10 years to improve the quality of the City’s 
infrastructure.  Although we talk about how government and private business may be different, I believe we have 
something in common.  Our vision at IAW is clean water for life.  That is something the residents expect.  I appreciate that 
the public is here today showing an interest and concern in the community.  The Council is to be commended for allowing 
that to happen.  I would also agree with comments regarding your City Manager.  I have been in local government for 9½ 
years and in the private sector for 15 years.  In the short time that I have worked with Ron, I am very impressed.  He is very 
qualified, very technical and very much understands the process.  This process has come with a lot of questions and Council 
should be commended for that.  We answered a lot of tough questions with honesty and integrity.  When it comes to 
customer satisfaction one of the things we are most proud of at IAW – we survey our customers.  We think that is very 
important.  We had the opportunity to meet with the City’s employees earlier today to talk about the importance of safety 
and reliable water service.  The greatest asset that we have is not the pipes or the tanks, but the people.  People work for 
people.  They don’t work for companies and at IAW we are proud to be the best water company in the United States.  We 
welcome the opportunity to partner with the City.  We’ve been in business for 125 plus years and we look forward to being 
in business for another 125 years.  This is just a stepping stone to the next chapter at IAW, and we are happy and pleased 
to be a part of Mt. Vernon.   
 
 

Presentation of proposed sale FAQ (frequently asked questions) by City Manager Ron Neibert 
 

Neibert thanked everyone for their kind words.  In addition, he thanked the following individuals for their assistance in this 
process:  City Attorney David Leggans; City Engineer Brad Ruble; Public Utilities Director Steve McCoy; and Public Works 
Director Matt Fauss,  
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Questions from Media/Public 
 
The following individuals asked questions:  David Lister, WDML; Tesa Culli, Register News; Jeff Anderson, Sentinel; Steven 
Casper; JCDC Executive Director Jonathan D. Hallberg; Gary Phillips; Jerry Shaw; Woodlawn Resident; Craig Olsen; Bill Beck; 
and Donte Moore.    

 
ADJOURNMENT 

 
Council Member Piper made a motion to adjourn the City Council Special Meeting.  Seconded by Council Member 
McEnaney.  Yeas: Lash, McEnaney, Piper, Wood and Chesley.     
 
The meeting adjourned at 4:15 p.m. 
      
      Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
 
      Jerilee Hopkins 
      City Clerk 


