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MTAS: Where yesterday is th

BY VICTORIA SOUTH
TML Communications Coordinator

Birthed amidst a swirl of social, eco-
nomic, and industrial changes, the post World
War Il pmod the Munlclpd Tochmcal Advl.
sory
stability forTennessee ’s municipalities since
April 15, 1949. Anticipating the needs of
towns and cities for the past 60 years, the
agency has illuminated the path of local gov-
emments well into the 21" century with a
tradition of consulting services and training
opportunities unsurpassed by any other state
agency in the nation.

“MTAS is a jewel a lot of other states do
not have,” said former MTAS consultant
Randy Williams, directorof ClientServices at
TML’s Risk Management Pool. Williams,
who once served as interim MTAS Executive
Director in the 1980s, marvels how the
agency’s efforts on behalf of cities th h

It
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small issues relevant to municipalities or city
officials; it was a short exchange, about 10
items about gas rates, fire, personnel, police.
‘We shared the results with city officials, put-
ting it ona data base and also writing up reports
to give to consultants.” Hewlett also assisted
Tennessee’s cmes with managing their materi-
als and i

the years are never static.

“There are some seeds planted years ago
by MTAS that are just now coming into frui-
tion,” Williams said. “A lot of times, MTAS
would produce an earlier study that would be
shelved, and then later dusted off to become
partof a city’s charter. MTAS is amechanism
for municipal staff to work better with elected
officials, a mutual third party that strives to
enhance changes and a great

“We were unique in that very few users
ever walked in the door, yet we were able to
share a great deal of information,” said
Hewlett.

LeavingMTAS in 1999 fora job as head of
the Moss Point Library in her home state of
Mississippi, Hewlett is now Director of the
Jackson George Regional Library in
Pascagoula, Miss. She credits MTAS for her

resource for new administrators or other gov-
‘ emment officials, particularly those who
might move here from out of state.”
By its 15® anniversary, MTAS had flexed
its muscles, establishing branch offices all
state. Gone the d: fthe two-
day commute from the Knoxville office to
reach and servecities. Rapid advances in tech-
nology and the information highway loomed
large and the scope of local government needs
would be expanding. Education and training
of employees and city officials would become
a necessity and the services provided by vhe
original four
diversify from areas of law, accounting, man-
agement, and public relations into municipal
arenas in wastewater, fire and police depart-
ments, human resources and computer tech-
nology.
Support staff member Anne Lowe, who
served more than four decades with MTAS
before her 1998 retirement, recalls this chal-
lenging penod "‘l‘echnology cbanged how we
to cit-
ies,” said Lowe. “As a clerk typist in 1956, 1
originally took my typing test on an old Royal
manual typewriter. Then came electric, and
copy machines, word processors and the CPT
computer where we typed a lot of codes and

as quickly as I learned one program; it would
be time to learn another all over again.”
Cities were struggling with technology as
well, some more than others, said MTAS fi-
nance and accounting specialist Ken Joines,
who came on board in 1970.

“People were afraidof computers,” Joines
explains. “Only five cities had

good ion in local g

“I am proud of MTAS. I would not have
been as prepared for my work without them.
Now, whenever I visit a local government, it’s
like meeting old friends,”she said.

Ten years have passed since the torch was
passed to Frances Adams-O’Brien. With a
Masters in Library Science from the Univer-
sity of North Carolina in Chapel Hill, oversee-
ing the transference of the library’s hard copy
‘materials to data base fell under her leadership
and is a crowning achievement in bringing
municipal information and resources instantly
to consultants and cities.

In addition to consultant requests, the
MTAS library now receives a substantial num-
ber of request directly from cities and other
entities across the state as well.

“Between January and July 2008, I had the
chance to help 152 different cities. That’s a lot
of cities!” O’Brien said. O’Brien notes that
compared with information requests of the
50s, dealing with rabies control, delinquent
taxes or annexation of “fringe areas,” today’s
requests have more to do with what other cities
are doing about matters of importance, poli-
cies, job descriptions and salary information.

“Last winter, when there was ashortageof
road salt, one city asked us to research the use
of whey products for road deicing,” she said.
LTI T

surveys and publications as well as MTAS
studies, has been challenging, according to
O’Brien. “Our goal was to create a “one stop
data base for is

when I began. The cost simply was not within
reach for some cities. Most, if they had com
puters, didn’t need my expertise. Some people
were more adaptable to learning than others.
Then, there were cities where people had no
experience in bookkeeping. I’d say debit or
credit and they’d look at you like you had
spoken a foreign language.” Joinesretired in
1997, after serving 27-years includinga period
as MTAS assistant executive director in 1982.
As career fields became less gender ori-
ented, more women were becoming interested

in serving in the field as MTAS consultants.
£

the
mostused database on theMTAS website,” she
added.

A pilot project in the following three
months will provide live chat on the MTAS
website where library staff will be available ta
field questions and requests through a frae
application called Meebo. Additionally, the
library with the aid of consultants, plans to
conduct a complete review of its 3,000 elec-
tronic documents as well as the other 10,000
print materials on hand to ensure that they are
current and the best information available.

“We will conunue tolookatnew technolo-

“Iwas hired in 1984 to work in
water and waste water,” said Sharon Rollins,
consulting program manager, recalling her
early years at the Nashville office as an engi-
neering consultant. “My first call was to the
city of Lakewood. I advised them about
stormwater control and infrastructure issues.
My first day at the office, I arrivedto find my
computer still in the box and a group of older
male consultants. I was the only woman. [ had
interviewed in East Tennessee and thought I
had made a mistake. But, they were kind to me
and took me under their wings. We would have
lunch together at the same cafeteria every day
at 11:30.”

In the coming years, the MTAS library
would undergo radical changes as well. Under
the direction of Elizabeth McNutt and then
Elizabeth Sodemann, who retired in 1980, the
broad collection of reference materials was

gies like Facebook, Twitter, and pod to
see if any of those w1ll help us to achieve our
goals,” O'Brien said. “I try to remember thai
the latest technologies are only a means to
end, not the end itself. We look at what we
trying to do and then for a tool that will help us'
do that. In the long 1un, the library will con
tinue to be responsive to customer needs Im
work to anticipate customer’s needs and to find|
new more efficient and innovative ways to’
provide municipal information resources.”

In 2009, serving a state of more than sm
million people, MTAS annually completes|
‘more than 1,000 ma_]ar ‘municipal managemen
projects and pﬂm’ﬁ.
other services. —
livery of munici B
ants is paving the highway of success fo
hundreds of city officials every year.

The Elected Oﬂicml Academy (ELO)

primarily geared toward the ion of con-
sultants, “a wealth of knowledge on opera-
tional trends in municipal government that
would deepen the effectiveness and authority
of the consultant’s advice.”

Following Sodemann’s 1980 retirement,
the goal of applying the MTAS library at the
state level fell into the capable hands of Carol
Hewlett, who earned her masters degree in
library science from the University of Tennes-
see. “I worked as a Career Planning officer at
U.T. when Dr. Hobday called and asked for
librarian applicants,” said Hewlett. “They rec-
ommended me. I was the first full time librar-
ian. Elizabeth Sodemann had told Dr. Hobday
that they needed one. At the time, there was not
a lot of outreach to city officials and staff.
Elizabeth Sodemann had the vision, and I
carried it on.”

Program courses
(MAP), Mumclpal Management Academ
(MMA), and the agency’s latest addition, th
Certified Municipal Finance Officers Prograr
(CMFO) helps to ensure that city officials e
staffpossess the necessary tools to performn dzy
to day tasks.

‘While MTAS had nothing to do with 1
political lobbying that defined its fo\lﬂd11
father, Herb Bmgham and the Tennessee My
nicipal League, in the 21% century the agencs
serves as a bridge for cities striving to shF
abreast of legislative mandates.

“We have got to stay ahead, to keep citi
progressive,” said Kurt Frederick, munici *
training consultant. Frederick coordinates &
develops training classes with MTAS consult—
ants and serves as institute director for
Tennessee Assoclatmn of | Mumclpal Clerks

‘e offer

Hewlett and a small staff of
began conducting telephone and Internet sur
veys as a way to find out about general issues
affecting cities.

“They were very popular,” Hewlett re-
calls. “We'd call 10 or more libraries about

to cities free of charge with a time hon
tradition of meeting city officials one on one,
said Frederick. “The Elected Officials Acs¥
emy has received more training requests t g
year than ever before. Every time there is l

www.TML1.0rg

\future and tomorrow’s today

change in legislation, classes can bedcveloped
in areas such as planning and zoning require-
ments, codes and business tax changes. I'd say
one of our biggest training challenges today is
{helping citieslearn how toretain their original
sense of character while in the middle of exten-
sive development.”

“Over the years, the city administration
profession has grown as life becomes more
complex,” said Gary Jaeckel, Nashville mu-
nicipal management consultant. “Most were at
onetime, engineers. Now, city officials have to
be certified to do what they do. You can’t do

the job unless
you’re certified.
We always are
trying to make
| sure that the con-

[ L]

|information for

Tennessee’s cit-

fies. Our biggest challenge

|is to stay on top of various

Hegislation that applies to

how organizations func-

lion, how to deliver water

nd sewer as changes are

manded down by the fed-

eral government. We not

m]y function as a bridge,

wmut a bridge for cities and

Mhe federal and state gov-

ment.”
“Government fi-

nancial matters have

changed significantly

overthe last 25 years,”

agrees Dick Phebus,

Finance and Account

ing Consultant in Mar-

tin, “The most signifi-

cant change was with

the issue of GASB

Statement 34whichre-

designed the format in

which government financial reports are pre-
semed Thenew statements focusona govem—

ive not just the individ

f\mds as had been reported in the past. The
CMFO program was established as a way to
improve the financial competency in Tennes-
see municipalities. Many areas such as police,
fire, water and sanitation, and sewer treatment;
already require certified managers or employ-
ees, however, there was no such certification
for the finance and accounting function. The
program will enhance the finance officer’s

ability to properly account for and report mu-

.'a'nccpu Iaccounﬁng pnnc:ples as reqmm(l LyL'

“he state. The ability to record and report
anmial dara in the most accurate and timely
er will assist management and elected
;.fﬁcia.ls in making important decisions in the
ture.”
“I'm happy to be providing day to day
+=lp with municipal problems,” said Rex
arton police management consultant in
asoxville. “We provide an important contact
mween law enforcement and cities. We also
\ve a lot of calls from cities wanting techni-
I assistance with the courts. The Law En
rcement Training Academy and the Munici-
* 1 Court Clerks training have stayed busy.”
“Cities have a lot more hoops to jump
-ough,” said Ray Crouch, MTAS Fire Con
Itant. “Our biggest issue has beento explain
5 tavolunteer fire department does not mean
== training. We pushed hard for a Tennessee
ire and Codes Academy.”
Ironically, Crouch was busy writing an
. pcoming MTAS Hot Topic article concern-
ng the new firefighter minimum training law
Ksissed by the 2009 General Assembly. The
w establishes a 16-hour class that must be
=en by anyone who enters the fire service
fore responding to an emergency, requires
«-at every firefighter take a basic firefighter
lass, as defined by the Tennessee Fire and
Eodes Academy, and provides exceptions for
wrefighters who already have five years expe-

“In the last 18 years, technology has gone
» ombeinganunnecessarygadgetto anessen
¥ al job-related tool,” Crouch continued. With
gleam in his eye and pausing for dramatic
ffect, Crouch revealed anew MTAS project
'-alw:llwork inconjunction wnh the Tennes-
-
—EMA) combining technulagy with fire
& uipment resources. A geo-coded database
ill containall the fire departments inthe state
7.d list the number of pumpers and all other
;- uipment each unit has on hand.

“Ifacity hasan incident that s biggerthan
Reey can handle, TEMA will punch in a code
‘1.d in a matter of seconds find out which city
i.s the equipment that is needed,” Crouch

id. “Wehave already started training people

w allnine development districts. Each county

“ill designate a contact person. TEMA has a

=rver,andMTAShasaserver. In theevent of
~ disaster, we’ll still have all the data.”

Today, the agency established at the Uni-

ity of Tennessee and charged in all mat

related to municipal govemnment,” has
wmsvided more than 41,272 training hours to
#4818 participants in 2008.
% “As Tennessee cities face increasing citi-
demands and the need to provide more
—ices to residents, we will ensure that
“7AS is fully equipped to help municipal
“Tials as they lead their communities,” said
:e Tallent, MTAS executive director.
Today’s MTAS can be described as a

complex tapestry, a web of brilliant minds,
information bearers, teachers, leaders, shoul-
dersto lean on, helping hands, listening ears.
The relationship forged between the agency
and the state’s municipalities is more than
unique; it's a convoluted mix of consultants
and mayors, support staffand city managers,
citizens and people from all walks of life who
are involved with and care about cities. It a
60-year bond between an agency and the
entities it pledged to serve since its creation in
1949. On its 60° anniversary and beyond,
towns and cities will always have a friend in
MTAS.

Photos from top let to right:
Ann Lowe, retired support staff; Rex Barton, po-
lice management consultant; Sharon Rollins, con-
sulting program manager; Ken Joines, refired fi-
nanceand accounting specialist; Ray Crouch, fire
management consultant; Frances Adams-
OBrien, MTAS librarian; Vic Hobday, former
MTAS executive director, presents an award to
fonner MTAS librarian, Carol Hewlett; Mike
Tallent, MTAS executivc director; Randy Will-
iams, director of Client Services TML Risk Man-
agement Pool; Kunt Frederick, municipal training
consultant; Dick Phebus, finance & accounting
consultant; Gary Jaeckel, municipal management
consultant; Herb Bingham, fonner TML executive
director; Sue Dixon, forinerTML secretary; Jennie
Moscovitz, former MTAS secretary; and Bob
Lovelace, former MTAS fringe area consultant
outside the Nashville officc in the early 1950s.




