





Civility in Public Service:
A Core Competency for County
Leaders

By: ISACo Staff

Civility in government is not just about “being nice." It is a
leadership skill that can fransform how counties govern, especial-
ly when perspectives differ. At the county level, elected officials
and staff do not have the luxury of refreating to partisan corners.
Constituents expect local government to maintain roads, ensure
public safety, manage health services, and plan for growth —
work that must be done alongside colleagues who may see the
world differently.

That is why civility is not optional. It is mission-critical for local
leaders.

Lessons from the Great Lakes Civility Project

A powerful example comes from Nolan Finley, a conservative
editorial page editor, and Stephen Henderson, a liberal journalist
and radio host. Inifially political adversaries, they discovered that
despite disagreements on policy, they shared the same core
goals: a fairer society and a more prosperous country.Together,
they launched the Great Lakes Civility Project to encourage dia-
logue across differences.

Finley offen recalls the words of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.:

"We hate each other because we fear each other. We fear
each other because we do not understand each other. And
we do not understand each other because we do not falk to
each other”

The solution, they argue, is simple but powerful: start talking.

The Four Pillars of Civil Dialogue

The Civility Project offers four practical “pillars” that can help
leaders navigate difficult conversations:

1.

Drop assumptions — Do not reduce people to one-di-
mensional opponents. Setting aside preconceptions
about party, geography, or past votes opens the door to
genuine understanding and new partnerships.

Set reasonable expectations — Healthy dialogue isn‘t
about “winning.” It is about listening, understanding,
and building mutual respect, even when disagreements
remain.

Listen actively — True listening means creating space for
others to fully explain their perspective and refiecting it
back to them. In boardrooms and committee meetings,
active listening defuses tension and uncovers common
ground.

Invest in relationships - In county government, leaders
often work with the same colleagues for years. Prioritiz-
ing trust and goodwill ensures that differences do not
harden into permanent walls.

These are not soft skills — they are core leadership compe-
tencies. County officials are in the relationship business, and
relationships are the currency of effective governance.



Redefining Civility

Writer Steven Petrow, who calls himself a “civilist,” argues that
civility has been misunderstood. To some, it is seen as political
correctness; o others, as an excuse to avoid addressing injus-
tice. But historically, civility has meant something deeper:

“Citizens willing to give of themselves for the good of
the city — for the greater good.”

Civility does not require avoiding disagreement. In fact, respect-
ful disagreement is essential fo good governance. What matters
is how we disagree — whether we burn bridges or build them.

Practical Rules for Respectful Disagreement

Beyond the Four Pillars, county leaders can strengthen dialogue
with four additional rules:

e De-escalate language — Choose words that invite
dialogue rather than trigger defensiveness.

¢ Do not make it personal — Challenge policies and
proposals, not motives or character.

e Do not mistake decorum for civility — True civility is
honest, direct, and respectful, not evasive or
passive-aggressive.

¢ Police your tone - Voice and body language
communicate as much as words. A calm, steady
tone helps keep discussions productive.

These rules are not about being polite for its own sake.They are
about keeping the business of the county moving forward by
ensuring debates lead fo solutions, not stalemates.

A Small Act, A Larger Lesson

Petrow once shared a sfory about ordering the last scone in a
bakery, only to have someone behind him exclaim, “That's my
scone!” Instead of retreating, he offered to split it. The person
accepted, and in return bought another pastry and shared it with
Petrow. A conversation followed — and an unlikely friendship
formed.

www.isacoil.org

The story is a reminder that civility is not about surrendering
beliefs. It is about what we gain when we stay open to others:
connection, trust, and the possibility of working together.

What It Means for Counties
For county officials, civility means making a conscious effort to:

e Have conversations with colleagues they often
disagree with.

e Listen before judging.
e Keep relationships intact after a tough vote.

e Model the kind of public discourse they want their
residents to adopt.

At the county level, conversations are not competitions. They are
opportunities fo solve problems, build trust, and strengthen the
community we all serve. Civility, in the end, is not weakness — it
is the discipline that allows government to function and commu-
nities to thrive.

At ISACo, we believe civility is not just a value but a practice that
strengthens counties and the residents they serve.That is why
we will continue fo highlight stories of respectful leadership,
share resources that equip officials to navigate differences pro-
ductively, and create forums where county leaders can engage
in open and constructive dialogue. By promoting civility in public
service, ISACo affirms its commitment fo helping counties govern
effectively, foster trust, and build stronger communities across
[llinais.
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feel more confident in being retirement ready, but some plan

O(y of retirement age employees say lifetime income would help them
O sponsors may have misperceptions about these solutions.

This may be standing in the way of a smart solution for your participants. Let's
address these concerns directly.

Product Myth #3
These solutions have penalties and lock up money These solutions come with extra burden

of employers think there are penalties to transfer funds from lifetime
income solutions Zs(y of plan sponsors are concerned that
O administrative costs are too high

employers believe these options cannot be rolled over to another

retirement plan 24(y are concerned about increased
O fiduciary responsibility

These offerings are built with adaptability in mind. Many allow transfers, Truth

withdrawals or rollovers’ without incurring penalties. This ensures participants There is generally no explicit cost for

maintain control over their assets if circumstances change. plan sponsors, beyond applying existing
fiduciary standards - and the SECURE
Act provides additional safe harbor
guidelines. Partnering with a trusted

Product Myth #2 ) . recordkeeper with experience in lifetime

These solutions are the same as retail annuities income solutions can help by providing

. plan participants with education and
4'ln'10 of employers think so helpful tools.

610/ believe fees associated with in-plan lifetime income solutions are similar
O to fees for similar solutions offered outside the plan

Nobody is asking for these solutions

Truth ) . ) . of plan sponsors believe their employees are not interested in lifetime
Many of these solutions are designed as target date funds featuring an income income solutions

component, offered as part of a retirement plan’s investment lineup. This offers a

simple and familiar experience to plan participants, and the overall cost is

typically lower than similar solutions offered outside the plan. - . .
YP Y P Nearly 95% of participants are at least somewhat likely to exchange a portion of

While these solutions may include a higher cost than other retirement plan their current retirement savings into one.

investments without an income feature, over half plan participants say higher
fees are worth it for these solutions.? @

Check out the facts when it comes to in-plan lifetime income solutions.
FORTONE. We're here to help by offering educational resources for
* plan sponsors, financial professionals and consultants.
.
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McHenry County Administrator Peter Austin 1o
Retire After Two Decades of Service

After 20 years of distinguished leadership, McHenry County Administrator
Peter Austin has announced his intention to retire effective January 2, 2026.

During his tenure, Austin oversaw a period of remarkable fiscal and orga-
nizational achievement. Under his leadership, McHenry County achieved
coveted Aaa+ bond rating and became debt free, while completing major
infrastructure and community projects.Among these were the widening

of Rakow and Randall Roads, the construction of a new Valley Hi Nursing
Home, and the recent addition of its Heart of the Valley memory care wing.
Austin also championed collaborative initiatives, fostering unprecedented
partnerships between McHenry County, neighboring collar counties, Cook
County, and the City of Chicago.

Austin, who has worked with five county board chairpersons, expressed
pride in both the projects completed and the culture established during his
time as Administrator."While I'm proud of the many projects | helped bring
to fruition with the help of a very falented and dedicated staff, | hope | will
be remembered for instilling McHenry County’s culture of collaboration,
innovation, and dedication to fiscal responsibility,” he said. McHenry County
Board Chairman Michael Buehler praised Austin’s steady leadership, noting
that his management style made county government more efficient and
collaborative. "It is no wonder that McHenry County is regarded as one of, if

not the best run county in lllinois, and the County Board and I couldn't be
more grateful for his tireless service,” Buehler said.

Austin’s impact extended beyond McHenry County. He played an essential
role in the creation of the lllinois State Association of Counties (ISAC) in
2018, providing invaluable leadership and guidance during the organi-
zation's formative years. His support and dedication in those early stages
helped lay the foundation for ISACo’s growth and effectiveness, and his
contributions remain a lasting part of the association’s success.

Austin, 55, has spent 34 years in public service, beginning as a gradu-

ate infern in Western Springs while pursuing his MPA at Northem Illinois
University. He later served as Kendall County’s first county administrator
and as Assistant County Administrator in Lake County before beginning his
two-decade tenure in McHenry County in 2005.

Following retirement, Austin plans to spend more time with his wife Jennifer,
their sons, and their dog, Olive, while fraveling and enjoying family life.

The ISACo family thanks Pete for his invaluable service on behalf of county
government at the local, state and federal levels and wishes him all the
best in his retirement.

- Intergovernmental Personnel Benefit Cooperative

IPBC is an intergovernmental
agency created under lllinois
statutes, which allows units of local
government to band together for the
purposes of insurance and is open
to municipalities, counties, special
districts and intergovernmental
agencies.

ipbchealth.org

Get In Touch

630-878-2019

170 Local Government Member Entities

Our purpose is to provide economies
of scale and risk pooling that will allow
members more financial stability than
offered by the commercial insurance
market in a fully transparent
environment. Member Groups also
operate as part of a larger Board of
Directors to control the finances

and operations within the pool.

IPBC

A Intergovernmental
Personnel Benefit
Cooperative

The premiere health benefit option for Rlinois local governments

Copyright © 2025, IPBC. All Rights Reserved.
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Federal Reconciliation Package

Raises Concerns and a Call for Action to Communicate Impacts

12

By: ISACo Staff

During the July 31 Midwest County Association Staff Retreat,
ISACo staff and other participants received a detailed briefing

on the newly passed federal reconciliation package and its
wide-ranging implications for counties. The presentation, led by
Eryn Hurley, Managing Director of the National Association of
Counties (NACo) Government Affairs Program, outlined the legislo-
tion’s fiscal impact, highlighted key policy provisions, and empha-
sized the need for coordinated advocacy as counties prepare for a
shift in responsibilities.

Major Funding Cuts to SNAP and Medicaid
The most consequential provisions of the reconciliation package
include substantial cuts to Medicaid—totaling $1 trillion over
10 years—and $190 billion in reductions to the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).These changes are
expected to remove approximately 10 million people from
Medicaid and shift significant administrative and financial
burdens onto counties, particularly in states where counties
administer SNAP.

Notably, the federal cost-share for SNAP administration in ten
county-administered states will shift from 50/50 to 25/75,
resulting in an estimated $150 million in new county costs
annually by FY2027. Medicaid changes include new work and
recertification requirements, a reduction in provider tax caps,
and a projected $155 billion funding loss for rural areas. While
a $50 billion rural transformation grant program was included,
it is unlikely to fully offset the gap, leaving rural hospitals and
long-term care providers vulnerable.

In lllinois, both Medicaid and SNAP are state administered
programs, operating under federal standards.

Medicaid in lllinois is administered by the lllinois Department of
Healthcare and Family Services (IDHFS), which acts as the single
state Medicaid agency. HFS designs and oversees the state Med-
icaid plan, manages eligibility, benefits, provider payments, and
coordinates with local public health departments and other state
entities.



SNAP, while federally funded and managed by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS),
is implemented in lllinois by the lllinois Department of Human
Services (IDHS). IDHS is responsible for benefit issuance,
eligibility determinations, and local administration through its
regional Family Community Resource Centers.

Of note, fo avoid a cost shift for SNAP benefits under the new
federal reconciliation law, a state’s payment error rate must
remain below 6 percent.

Here’s how the cost-sharing tiers work based on error rates:

» Error rate under 6 percent: No state match required (i.e., the
federal government continues to cover 100 percent of
SNAP benefits).

« Error rate between 6 percent and 10 percent: State required to
cover 5% 10 15% of SNAP benefits, increasing proportionally
with the error rate,

* Error rate above 10 percent; State must cover the maximum
25 percent of benefits.

In fiscal year 2024, lllinois recorded a SNAP payment error rate of
11.56 percent, meaning that overpayments and underpayments
combined amounted to that percentage of benefits issued. That
rate was higher than the national average of 10.93 percent for
FY 2024.

With the new reconciliation legislation now enacted, that
elevated error rate places lllinois in the highest cost-sharing tier
for SNAP benefits: beginning in fiscal year 2028, the state would
be required to contribute 25 percent of SNAP benefits as a state
match due to its error rate exceeding 10 percent. This shift
drastically increases lllinois’s financial exposure, potentially
costing the state hundreds of millions annually unless error
rates are significantly reduced.

Wins for Counties

Despite the fiscal challenges, the reconciliation package
preserved several key county priorities. Tax-exempt municipal
bonds—Ilong under threat—were spared, safeguarding a critical
financing tool for local infrastructure. The state and local tax
(SALT) deduction cap was also raised from $10,000 to $40,000
for high-income earners.

Additional wins included enhancements fo the child tax credit
and low-income housing tax credit, providing new tools for
addressing housing affordability. Importantly, a provision that
would have penalized counties for passing Al-related regulations
by withholding broadband funding was removed from the final
bill, protecting local control.

Advocacy Imperative

Attendees at the Retreat discussed the political strategies behind
several provisions, including the inclusion of state error rates

as a determinant for SNAP funding liability. These complex
mechanisms not only raise operational concerns but also
demonstrate how fiscal responsibility is increasingly being
shifted to state and local governments.

With counties likely to see increased property tax pressure to
fill federal funding gaps, NACo and its partners emphasized the
importance of clear, data-driven messaging about this potential
impact. Counties are encouraged to proactively communicate
how federal changes may impact local services, staffing, and
tax burdens.

The Retreat highlighted the successful advocacy that led to
implementation delays and the removal of harmful provisions.
Still, further efforts will be necessary to secure additional relief,
particularly around Medicaid work requirements, recertification
rules, and uncompensated care.

Looking Ahead

Counties were urged to monitor guidance from the Centers
for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) on upcoming grant
programs and fo stay engaged in federal discussions. Future
reconciliation packages are likely to resurface debates over
municipal bonds and other key issues. Participants were
reminded that strategic engagement with congressional
delegations and continued alignment with NACo will be
essential.

The briefing concluded with a call for vigilance, collaboration,
and consistent messaging as counties brace for reduced federal
support and greater demands on local resources.

ISACo will continue to monitor implementation of the federal
reconciliation package and will share updates and information
when warranted.
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In Student Loan &
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Savi is on a mission to help the middle class
prosper by tackling the student debt crisis

At our core, we are student loan advocates driven
by data and technology. We help employees and

|
v members reduce their student debt and plan for
\ ) the future because we know the stress and
hardship of student debt. That's why more

employers trust Savi than any other solution.

bysavi.com

© 2025 Savi Solutions PBC. All rights reserved.

Follow ISACo on online!

isacoil.org

News & Views
e-Newsletter Subscription

Are you receiving our e-newsletter?

@isacoil
If not, please check your spam folder
to make sure our newsletter is not being
blocked. Otherwise, please e-mail Tiffani
Homer at thomer@isacoil.org
with a request to be added. Don’t miss out
on these valuable ISACo updates! @ISACOTweetz
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Join the ISACo Associate Member Program!

ISACo’s Associate Member Program
was established to provide a forum for
companies and organizations fo build
relationships with county officials while

supporting the important work of ISACo.

The program offers five options for
corporations and organizations to become
associate members of ISACo while
receiving benefits for this status.

Please contact the ISACo Member Services
and Communications Manager,
Tiffani Homer at thomer@isacoil.org

to learn more.
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CONTACT US
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