IN PRACTICE | Q&A

with David Weiser

BY MIKE MUCHA

Mike Mucha, GFOA's deputy
executive director, spake with
David Weiser the assistant
director of finance for the City
of Hendersan, Nevada, about
economic development, the
imporfance of communication
skills for finance officers,
building relationships, and the
benefits of working where you
live and living where you work.

Mike: You are the assistant director of finance.
Can you please explain what you do for the city?

David: Yes, I'm the assistant director

of finance, and I report to the director

of finance. Together we lead the
department, which has about 69
employees. Inmyrole, I have oversight
over accounts payable, accounts
receivable, cash receipts, budget and
long-range planning, and financial
accounting. Our team is responsible

for producing all the documents

that we prepare and submit to GFOA,
including our comprehensive annual
budgetreport (CABR), popular annual
financialreport (PAFR), and annual
comprehensive finance report (ACFR).
I'malsoinvolved with financial analysis
and asaresulthave beeninvolved in
several economic development projects,
unionnegotiations, strategic planning,
and otherinitiatives for the city.

| did see that the City of Hendersonis a
recipient of GFOA's “triple crown” for winning
our three major awards. Congratulations.
We are big here on the GFOA awards.
We apply every year for all three since
we developed our PAFRin 2017. Our

cityleadership, starting with the city
manager, emphasizes continuous

improvement, and the GFOA awards
programs allow us to focus on being the
bestfinancial stewards we can be, and
communicating that to our citizens.
Internally, we use the criteria asaway
of refining our processes to make sure
we are not just checking the box. We also
are very proud toreceive the Pinnacle
Award from the Malcom Baldrige
Performance Excellence Program.

Only a few governments have received
that recognition. Can you describe how
that program benefits the city?

Like our approach to the GFOA awards,
pursuing the Baldrige Award has

really putan emphasis on process
improvementand innovation here
atthecity. From a strategic planning
perspective, I've seen quite a bit of
change here at the city. Before taking on
the Baldrige Award frameworkin 2010,
the strategic planning process at the
city was focused on the document itself.
Now, we embrace cross-departmental
collaboration. Working together, our city
priorities become the focus of action
items. We use citizen survey feedback
to build the strategic plan and hold
quarterly meetings to hold our teams
accountable to the strategic plan. I've
really seen our organization grow as we
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approach the strategic plan and budgeting
process with more sophistication.

Also, as part of the culture to support
the Baldrige Award, we alsoimplemented
the Henderson Innovation Program (HIP).
HIP encourages employees to submit
innovations by making them eligible
toreceive bonuses up to $5,000 for cost
savings or improvements the city imple-
ments. We have areview committee that
evaluatesideas quarterly and prioritizes
those forimplementation. Recently, we
had a police officer recommend that the
city could pursue new technologies for
writing tickets. Rather thanreplacing an
expensive system, he found an app that
provided similar features and could be
used on the smart phones the officers
already had. This ended up saving the
city several hundred thousand dollars.

Itisevidence that our front-line
employees can go above and beyond
their normal day-to-day job for the
betterment of the city as a whole.

How do these improvements to the strategic
planning process and emphasis on innovation
affect the city’s budget process?

When Ifirst got here, the budget process
could have been described as occurring
behind closed doors. Perhapsitwasa
symptom of budget cuts we had to make,
coming out of the Great Recession, but
the budget manager would meet with
leaders from the executive floor, and
that wasreally it. Now, we've modified
the whole approach. You could say that
instead of working on the budget for six
months as part of the budget preparation
process, we are working year-round on
budgetissues. We regularly communicate
with departments and do monthly
updates for our executive team, which
include department heads and senior
leadership. Each month we have an
operationsreview meeting where we
discuss key performance indicators and
how well we are doing. The feedback
loop helps with budget decisions and
really works to drive more formal
budget development. We are constantly
working to address problems, identify
opportunities, and align our resources.

Located about 16 miles from downtown Las Vegas, the City of Henderson is the second most populous in Nevada.

Italso helps that we have technology in
place now to help facilitate this process.
Ourbudget system allows departments
toinputbudgetrequests. From there,
our budget staff can evaluate options,
discuss key metrics, relate spending to
strategic initiative, assess service levels,
and determine costs. In addition, we
have been able to customize the system
to answer key questions that we have for
our process. For example, with budget
requests, we focus not only on costs for
the department making the request, but
alsoon analyzing costs or benefits on
other departments. We've also worked
toalign budget requests with our citizen
survey. Every two years, the city sends
outamasssurvey toresidents with
questionsrelated to their priorities.
Those priorities are part of our budget
system. Like other cities, we know we
have finite resources, butIthinkwe've
been doing a much better job at telling
the story of how our spending works
toaddress priorities and challenges
we face. It helps us tell our story.

A sound budget process is critical to
dealing with current challenges. What are
the biggest challenges facing the city?

Ourbiggest challenge right now is our
local economy. If you are familiar with
our geography, we are located just south
of Las Vegas and we are connected to

the realities of the region. The City of
Hendersonrelies heavily on two primary
revenue sources. The consolidated tax
and property tax make up approximately
75 percent of our general fund budget.
Inalotof cases, the revenue streamis
out of our control. Raising property tax
ratesis difficult. Also, we don'thave any
control over the consolidated tax. Here
in Clark County, all sales tax revenue
from across the county is aggregated. In
our case, revenue collected inside and
outside of Henderson is pooled. So, if you
go spend money on the Las Vegas strip,
we are beneficiaries. Sales taxrevenue
is distributed to those in the county
based on a formula. In good times, when
tourism and the hospitality industry

are up, that's good news for us. Butit
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The $84 million sports and entertainment venue developed on the former site of the Henderson Pavilion was designed with the community in mind and hosts a variety of sporting
events, concerts and family-friendly activities throughout the year.

alsomeans we're subject to periods of
reduced revenue. Lately, we've been
seeing the economy here slowing. As
consumers have less discretionary
spending, ithurts our revenue streams.

What strategies can the city pursue to
diversify revenue?

We've been trying to bringin business
that will diversify our economy. For
example, Ithinkwe've done a great job
inrecruiting advanced manufacturing
and healthcare that will help make us
lessreliant on tourism. We've also been
pretty successful in pursuing partner-
ships with private companies toinvest
in Henderson.

We've been working on building out
asports brand and worked with the
Vegas Golden Knights on the Henderson
Event Center. This projectis a good
example that shows our approach
todevelopment. In planning for the
project we had public meetings, used
citizen surveys, and built a city website
focused on providing information
and answering common questions.

We're working on a similar project now.
During the pandemic, there was a hotel
casinohere that closed. We were able to
acquire theland before everything was
demolished. Now we're working with the
community to find the best use for this
space. We built another website for public
outreach and have been hosting public
forums.! Throughout the process, it's really
helped us focus on a facility that meets
residents’ needs. We know they want fami-
ly-friendly options that feature recreational
space, not just more houses or an industrial
complex. Our focusisonbuilding an area
thathasarecreation facility, butalso
offsets the cost of both capital construction
and maintenance with some private
development. Ultimately. the goalis to
be able to provide a community benefit
while reducing the cost to our residents.

Finance would not be involved in projects
like this inmany governments. What's the
role for finance staff in Henderson?

The city issued debt for most of these

projects, so we took the lead on that part.
We also want to serve as a strategic advisor

tothe city manager. I'thinkit's critical
that the city make these decisions based
on proper fiscal analysis, long-term
planning, and a focus on sustainability.
We're dealing with taxpayer dollars and
need to make sure we aren't putting the
city atfinancialrisk. We aren't the true
decision makers for these projects, but
we can have abigimpact.

I'm proud of the approach we took for
our projects in Henderson, not only from
afinancial perspective but also to plan
out community benefits. Before we took
on the Henderson Event Center project,
the old site, the Henderson Pavilion,
was an outdoor arena that waslosing
money and in bad need of rehabilitation.
Itwasn'treally our expertise to bringin
musical acts, especially when we were
competing with venues in Las Vegas.

We broughtin a partner to split capital
costs and provide needed investments.
We also have a partner now torun the
facility. But the project was also able

to ensure the overall community can
benefit. The facility still hosts farmer’s
markets, the orchestra, local music,
high school graduations, and more.
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Henderson sought out community input to determine plans for the Fiesta Site, and received over 5,600 surveys from residents. Potential plans for development include a
tournament sports facility, hotels and family-focused recreation and entertainment.

Completing these large projects can be
unique experiences for finance officers, but
you seem fo have multiple projects. Is there
anything you can share that you've learned
from one project that you can apply fo others
inthe future or that others can benefit from?

Ithinkithelpstobeopportunistic. For the
Fiestasite, the city was able to acquire

the land for $32 million. Thatland had
aparking garage onitthatwould have
costmore than thattobuild, if we were
starting over. It gives us an ability to help
the community. From the perspective of
lessonslearned, Ithinkcity hasmatured
inthese deals to include a more long-term
financial focus such as the ability to
revenue share with the operator. For
example, with the Henderson Event Center,
we're not part of namingrights deals.

For future projects, we now see the value
thatitcanbring. We also learned thatit’s
important for the city to own the building.
Instead of transferring the asset, we

lease space and are able to control capital
maintenance. This would be in addition to

community benefits such as theresidents
being able to use the recreational
facilities ata discounted rate, and our
parks and recreation department having
dedicated times do their programming.

You've talked about the importance of getting
community input for economic development
and capital planning projects. Has the city
faced any resistance from residents who
don’t agree with the growth strategies?

Absolutely. Henderson is still kind
of a small family town. If you look at
historical population numbers, we had
60,000 people in the early 1990s. Now,
we are well over 300,000. Our growth
rates have stabilized some, but it's
understandable that residents would
be againstchange. Atthe same time, I
think ourleadership and city council has
done anice job of balancing residents’
concerns with the need to diversity our
economy and create high-paying jobs.
Thisisan attractive region. For most
people around the United States, I think
the perceptionisthatall of Las Vegas

looks like the strip or its too hot to do
anything. It does gethotin the summer,
but for most of the year, the weatheris
perfect to be outside. Personally, I love
tohike and be outdoors, and there are
great opportunities here. Within the Las
Vegas Valley, we have Red Rock Canyon,
Mount Charleston, and amazing public
trails. My house is near a 34-mile paved
bike trail that goes by Lake Mead.
Tactually think that the nationwide
issue of housing affordability has helped
promote growth here. Itis an attractive
region, and I see it swaying the political
winds more than the NIMBY forces.
Everyone haskids or family members
who are graduating from high school
or college, and they need a place
tolive and a way tomake aliving.
Hopefully we can continue to provide
jobsand homes here in Henderson.

Speaking of good jobs, can you explain how
you started with the city? Did you always
want towork ina city finance office?

Igrewupinthisareaandgotabachelor’s
degree in business and master’s degree
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At the end of the day, finance needs to be able to Support
those in the organization around us. We also need their
buy-in onissues. How we communicate fo themis

key in being able fo work together and be successful.

in accounting from the University of
Nevada Las Vegas (UNLV). For those
who claim UNLV stands for “you never
leave Vegas,” that was true for me. At
UNLV, my professors pushed he big

four accounting route, and I worked in
public accounting after getting my CPA.
Afterafewyears, Ilearned thatthe
work-life balance wasn't for me. [ got
ajobin corporate finance at one of the
large resorts, butlooking at 10Qs and
10Kslate atnight wasn't very fulfilling
or fun. My wife is from Henderson, and
after we gotmarried in 2016 she wanted
tomove back. As we planned onraising
afamily, I saw alot of value in working
here atthe city. I'm personally invested
in Henderson. I want us to be success-
ful. Iwant us tobe responsible. Iwant to
see us grow. [ also thoughtIcould help.

So after starting as an accountant, you
moved fo budget director and now to
assistant finance director. Was that a
difficult transition? Also, what do you
think led to you moving up so quickly?

Ithinkthe biggest thingis communica-
tion. For alot of people, I think you can
easily get stuckin technical jargon and
buzzwords. Especially for accountants.
It's easier to talk to other accountants.
Butwe are notjust an organization of
accountants. We are afull-service city

with 21 departments. We have police,
fire, utilities, public works, and more.
Most of the peopleIinteract with don't
know accounting. Ineeded to make
accounting make sense to others, and I
thinkbeingable to do thatis what's made
me successful inmoving up theranks. I
thinkit definitely helped whenIbecame
budget director. I was able to build
relationships with people from different
parts of the city. [ wanted to understand
issues from their perspective.

Atthe end of the day, finance needs to
be able to support those in the organi-
zation around us. We also need their
buy-in on issues. How we communicate
tothem is key in being able to work
together and be successful. Iwouldn't
expectanengineer totalktomelike I
was another engineer. We have alot of
subject matter experts here in the city.
We all need to be able to bridge those
communication gaps by keeping it
simple and understanding our audience.

Now as assistant finance director, you
areinaposition of leadership. How has
that experience been? Was it difficult to
move into position where you supervise
people who used fo be on a peer level?
Ithinkthatthatit can alwaysbea

challenge, butit’s gone well. Iwould
say thatthe mostimportant partis

to concentrate on building trustand
relationships. I know thatI don't know
everything. I knowin many cases, I
can'tget caught up too much on details.
EvenifIwasagood senior accountant

or budget manager, I know that now that
I'm hired atthe nextlevel, I'm going to
have toadapt.Ican't pull myselfinto

the weeds of those other positions. First,
Idon'thave time or capacity. Second, I
needed to work on building a team thatI
could trust to serve those roles. Third, I
alsoneeded the people in those positions
to know thatItrusted them. Ithink that's
the mostimportant aspect of leadership
isbuilding and being able to rely on those
important relationships. I also think that
communication isimportant. It helpsto
be honestand talkabout whatIneed asa
leader and what they need from me.

Any surprises that came along with your
current position you weren't expecting?

Actually, yes.Ididn'trealize how many
presentations I would have to give.
It'sbeen a pleasant surprise, andI've
enjoyed therole.

Every leader is unique. How is your leadership
style different than your predecessor, and
how was that received by the staff?

Around the same time that I became
assistant finance director, the city hired
Maria Gamboa as finance director, and
T'vereally followed in her footsteps.
Some of the things she’s been able to
implement, from an employee engage-
ment standpoint, are really cool. Asan
example, our department participatesin
the “Finance Olympics.” This competi-
tionis a series of “minute towin it” style
games that give us an opportunity to
have fun and build relationships outside
of our normal day jobs. We put together
teams so staff can connect with others
they don't see very day. We dedicate time
inthe conference room to playing the
games. I've seen teammates practicing
andreally bonding. In the end, itreally
helpsus with finance situations, too.
When someone in budget can quickly
connectwith a colleague in accounting
because they had thatrelationship
already, it makes it so much easier.
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Henderson offers an abundance of recreational opportunities, with 180 miles of hiking and biking trails and close proximity to Lake Mead.

Do you think this leadership style has helped
employees stay connected while working
remotely?

Definitely. The city has gone back

and forth on remote work. During the
pandemic, many staff worked remote.
After the pandemic, we had employees
come backto the office, but many
missed the benefits of remote work. We
ended up bringing back a hybrid office
type of environment. Employees here
work four days per week and need to
spend atleasttwoin the office. Having
the remote option hasreally boosted
employee morale, and the bonding
experiences ensure that we don'tlose
outon the importance of personal con-

nections that come from being together.

Talsothinkthatit makesusamore
attractive place to work. We have a
strong culture. I also thinkitfeedsinto
our focus on continuous improvement.
Those approachesrequire collabora-
tion. They also provide opportunities
foremployees to make a difference.

Now that you've been at the city for eight
years, what do you think is the next stepin
your career?

Before Icame to the city, Iwasn't aware
of GFOA. Originally, I started taking
classes to satisfy CPE requirements,
butIalsofoundvalueinconnecting
with other finance officersin GFOA’s
online communities. I love the online
forums and daily digest emails. It's
been very helpful to hear from others
abouthow they're approaching
common problems. I also thinkit’s
funnythatIneed togetonaplane

and travel 2,000 miles to the GFOA
conference to network and connect
with finance officers who work 20
miles from here—butIunderstand
what great opportunities those events
provide. I'd like to be able to get more
involved in GFOA. I'm looking forward
tosharing stories from some of the
success we've had here in Henderson
and being able to connect with and
learn from othersin similar positions.

That's great. We are lucky to have engaged
members and look forward to learning more
about Henderson.

Thatwould be great, Ilove working for

the City of Henderson. Ilive here. Iwork
here.Iplayhere.Iraise my kids here.Iam
apartof the community. Hendersonisa
family town and a great place tobe. I'm
very proud of the opportunity Ihave and
my role in helping the community grow. &

! For more information go to cityofhenderson.com/our-city/
initiatives/fiesta-henderson-site.

Mike Mucha is deputy
executive director for GFOA

and director of GFOA'’s

Research and Consulting Center.
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