
Youôve got more accounts than you can 

shake a stick at, but whereôs the money?   

Two months into 2009 weôre seeing collection 

placements go up , up , up .  Yet while youôre 

working extra accounts by the day, the money 

isnôt exactly flowing like Niagara Falls.  Whatôs 

the deal?  

According to Federal Reserveôs estimates, 

debtors owe in excess of $2.5 trillion dollars.  

You are competing with mortgages, auto loans, 

credit cards and in many cases, daily living 

expenses like food and gas .  But youôve always 

contended with these things so whatôs changed?  

Debtors have tapped out their home equity, 

retirement funds, consolidation opportunities, 

lines of credit and relatives.  The usual funding 

sources have evaporated leaving you with a 

crowd of debtors who have little money to pay 

you.  

According to some, this is the worst recession 

since the Great Depression so what are we to 

do?  A recent Kaulkin -Ginsberg survey revealed 

90% of collection agencies are likely to change 

their collection strategies in 2009.  Their 

findings suggest that governments should follow 

suit to stay competitive.  We offer four 

suggestions for updating your collection 

strategy.  

Be an advocate, not an adversary.  

Softening your approach can persuade debtors 

to discuss their debts, an essential first step. 

Sharpen your listening skills and plan to ask 

plenty of probing questions in order to 

understand the debtors total financial picture. 

Encourage debtors to visit with a reputable 

credit counselor.  Impartial debt counselors can 

negotiate with creditors on the debtorôs behalf 

for lower payments, interest reductions, and 

other breaks.  

Credit counselors may not be able to negotiate 

settlements but the time is right for debtors to 

snag a deal on their credit accounts in 

particular.  According to a recent New York 

Times article , ñCredit Card Companies Willing to 

Deal Over Debt ,ò lenders are waiving late fees, 

lowering interest charges and several are 

prepared to forgive 20 -70 percent of the total 

debt.  Such deals may come at a cost in the 

form of a lower credit score but for the 

moment, debtors should be exploring whether 

or not their banks and card companies will 

negotiate on their outstanding debts thereby 

freeing up money to pay your government.  

The majority of creditors are open to alternative 

solutions, expanding their payment plans to 

give consumers a hand.  Like the private sector, 

some governments are reducing fees, 

negotiating or suspending interest charges and 

considering settlements to decrease the volume 

of accounts.   
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Better, faster, cheaper ï what does that 

mean?  Or, perhaps, ñdo more with lessò or 

ñmanage government like a business,ò or 

how about privatization or outsourcing?  

 
Most likely most of us have heard or read these 

words before.  How do we actually find answers 

to these questions, bring them to life, and 

begin doing some of these 

things in our tough budget 

climate?   

One way is to become more 

familiar with the idea of 

benchmarking as an initial 

source for creative ideas, 

innovation, and continuous 

improvement in our respective 

organizations. This article 

provides a brief introduction to 

benchmarking and what it could 

or should mean for you as a 

government revenue collection 

professional.   

What is Benchmarking and Why?  

Does the City of San Francisco or Seattle have 

a lot in common with such large corporations as 

Xerox or Microsoft?  Is it realistic to compare a 

city , county , or state agencyôs collection 

performance anywhere across our country to a 

province or municipality in Canada or 

elsewhere? Can government be compared to 

how revenue is collected in the local hospital 

where you live?  Can we learn from each other 

to help improve our overall performance?  

Benchmarking resoundingly says YES to these 

initial inquiries.  

At its fundamental level, benchmarking is 

defined as a business methodology that seeks 

to identify proven ñbest practicesò or ñworld-

classò practices that can be adopted or adapted 

to achieve superior performance.  It is built on 

the premise that a large percentage , roughly 

70%, of what all organizations do is the same.   

This may sound counter - intuitive to you ï We in 

the public sector are different, you say. We are 

not a business, we do not focus on making a 

profit, do not have stockholders and other 

related matters.  However, all of us have 

buildings, people, technology, and other 

resources, that have to be 

managed in a structured 

manner, as does a business 

(large or small), a school 

district, a hospital, or even 

your local United Way.  

Benchmarking simply accepts the fact that we 

all have a lot in common and focuses us on 

learning from each other without having to 

ñreinvent or rebuildò a new 

wheel each time we want to 

improve.   

So, why is this important?  

Itôs a matter of urgency ï 

today, we do not have the 

luxury of taking several years 

to improve our organizations, 

as we may have historically.  

In the context of the recent 

stimulus package, Congress, 

state legislators, governors, 

county commissions, city 

councils and the like are 

facing numerous fiscal and 

operational challenges.  These challenges have 

raised the bar on expectations for change 

within our organizations.  Quantum leaps in 

performance are required to sustain our jobs, 

budgets, and ultimately the services to our 

citizens.  Benchmarking gives us the basis for 

achieving exceptional performance.  

Who is Doing Benchmarking Today?  

Benchmarking in the 21st Century is being 

conducted at many levels of 

government in the United 

States and beyond.  At the 

outset, most government 

organizations engaged with 

their state or national 

performance excel lence 

awards use benchmarking 

frequently.  The City of Coral 

Springs, Florida,  a 2007 

winner of the Baldrige 

award, is just one example.   

In addition, on another level, over the past 

several years, 15 municipalities in and around 

the City of Toronto have begun an effort called 

the Ontario Municipal Benchmarking Initiative 

(OMBI)  representing more than 9.1 million 

residents or 75 % of Ontarioôs population. OMBI 

provides comparable data to allow 

municipalities to make informed decisions on 

service quality, quantity and cost.   

And, the International City/County Managers 

Association (ICMA)  has had a performance 

management benchmarking service in place 

since the late 1990 ôs, along with similar efforts 

among selected tax agencies in the United 

States and Canada.  These types of cooperative 

endeavors exist today in numerous jurisdictions 

and they are expanding across the globe on a 

world -class basis.   

I Am Ready To Do This.  Now, How Do I 

Get Started?  

Am you ready to get started with benchmarking 

in your organization?  Readiness is first 

determined by your own leadership mindset ï 

do these thoughts sound intriguing and 

enlightening to you as a professional 

government collector?  Do you want to 

continually improve, know how you are doing 

compared to your peers in your office, peers in 

your community, peers in your state or 

beyond?  Are you interested in setting 

meaningful monthly or annual collection 

performance targets ï to be in the ñtop 5 or 

10 %ò of your industry, in your city , county , 

state or in your country as a 

whole?    

If you respond passionately or 

enthusiastically with a ñRIGHT 

ON ï YESò to the above, then 

you and your organization can 

and should move forward with 

benchmarking today.  How do 

I begin?  Two initial steps that 

will ñget your benchmarking 

ball rollingò are:   

Document your current  collections business 

process, to include vision and mission 

statements, and your major performance 

measures and current data, as available.   
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The 1st Annual Conference is drawing near!  Weôve assembled a group of knowledgeable 

speakers to lead our sessions and weôve made some positive changes to the agenda and 

session content.   And, at last, we can announce the Peopleôs Choice topic!  

 

Benchmarking is an area many of us have struggled to get our hands around.  The word alone can 

induce anxiety, conjuring up images of endless data crunching after a tireless search for 

meaningful yet quantifiable  performance measures.  Dale Weeks, a seasoned benchmarking 

leadership officer from the Florida Department of Revenue, will guide us through the session.  

Weôll discuss how to start benchmarking and how to use the information you collect to improve 

your department.  

 

Weôll also be joined by Jeffrey Scharf, a Virginia attorney who specializes in creditor issues for 

government entities.  Mr. Scharf has developed two training programs including one entitled 

ñBankruptcy: The Treatment of Local Government Debtò and has lectured extensively on the 

bankruptcy issues governments face.  Attendees at the Bankruptcy Session will benefit from Mr. 

Scharfôs expertise and insights.   

 

Finally , the overwhelming winner of the Peopleôs Choice Poll is ñStarting Up a Collections Unit.ò  

Many governments know there is money languishing within their system but are unsure how to 

begin collecting.  Mary Baron, a veteran collection manager from Pima County, Arizona will outline 

the steps necessary to building a lasting collection presence within your government.   

 

Our 1st Annual Conference will be held in San Francisco, California at the Westin San Francisco 

Airport, April 20 -22 , 2009 .   You wonôt want to miss it!  The best conference and hotel rates are 

being offered until late March 2009 so book now to reserve your spot.  All the conference details, 

including a complete agenda, can be found at the GRCA website  http://www.govcollect.org/

events/annual -conference.  

According to the American Bankruptcy 

Institute, over one million bankruptcies were 

filed in the US in 2008, an increase of 

roughly one-third over 2007 figures.   Many 

sources expect the trend in filings to continue 

into 2009 and beyond. 

There were 2.1 million filings in 2005, the 

highest number of all time.  Shortly before the 

Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer 

Protection Act of 2005 (BAPCPA) went into 

effect, people rushed to file believing the new 

law would prevent bankruptcy filings.  A better 

understanding of the Act coupled with an 

undeniably distressing economic landscape has 

people once again seeking the protection of the 

bankruptcy court.  

 

But there may be more 

changes on the horizon.  

Bankruptcy judges are 

presently al lowed to 

renegotiate other debts like 

credit cards, second homes 

and auto loans.  Proposed 

changes to the bankruptcy 

laws would give judges 

f u r t h e r  l a t i t u d e  t o 

restructure mortgages on 

primary residences by adjusting loan terms as 

part of a Chapter 13 repayment plan.  A similar 

piece of legislation failed last spring.  

 

Opponents , calling the plan ñmortgage cram-

downò, argue that allowing judges to reset 

mortgage terms would invalidate mortgage 

contracts and change how lenders assess risk.  

Lenders have traditionally fallen back on 

foreclosure as a means of securing their loan.  

Lenders would need to factor in the possibility 

that judges may modify the payment terms, 

thereby making credit more difficult to obtain.  

 

The rising number of foreclosures and falling 

home prices has proponents arguing that people 

once able to rely on their home equity or 

refinance into more affordable loans may have 

no alternative to bankruptcy.  If judges are able 

to adjust mortgages, supporters hope that more 

people will be able to follow through on their 

Chapter 13 repayment plans and avoid Chapter 

7 conversions which leave creditors out in the 

cold.  

 

Weôll be discussing bankruptcy in more detail at 

the 1 st  Annual GRCA Conference.  Please plan to 

join us as we learn more about BAPCPA and 

what you can do to recover money when the 

debtor has filed bankruptcy.  

Bankruptcy  
Legislation 

New 

 

Required  

Reading 
Bankruptcy: The Treatment of Local 

Government Debt deals specifically with the 

effect a bankruptcy filing has on tax debt.  However, 

it introduces readers to bankruptcy terminology and 

illustrates the entire bankruptcy process, from start 

to finish making it a useful guide regardless of the 

debt you collect.  

The author, Jeffrey Scharf, will be speaking on bankruptcy at the annual 

conference.  You may purchase the book by contacting Taxing Authority 

Consulting Services, P.C. at info@taxva.com . 

http://www.govcollect.org/events/annual-conference
http://www.govcollect.org/events/annual-conference
http://www.taxva.com/
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Q: Iôve heard a lot about Debt Buyers.  

What do they do? 

A:  Debt buyers fill a unique niche in our industry 

by purchasing bundles of write -off accounts for a 

percentage on the dollar.  Unlike most collection 

agencies, they are not paid on contingency.  It is 

incredibly difficult to pin down a specific 

purchase price. Bids vary tremendously 

according to attributes of the debt such as 

demographics, location of debtors, debt type and 

many other factors.  Because they purchase the 

actual debt, they keep everything they collect.  

There has been some controversy as the industry 

has exploded in recent years.  For instance, debt 

buyers may resell the accounts rather than 

collecting them internally making who actually 

owns the debt one of the most difficult threads to 

untangle.  Some debt buyers have been accused 

of pursuing legal action on debts that are past 

the statute of limitations or vigorously 

attempting to collect the debt from the wrong 

party.  

Your government may benefit by the immediate 

cash your bad debt could generate.  Additionally, 

selling bad debt is one way for a government to 

truly discharge the debt and realize some value 

from debts that would otherwise be considered 

worthless.  Finally, debt buyers cannot come 

back on the government if the portfolio doesnôt 

perform as they expect.  They assume all the 

risk of non -payment.  

If you are contemplating how or if a debt buyer 

might figure into your write -off policy, it is 

important to do your research.  It might be 

tempting to unload the debt and collect a check 

but your relationship with your customers is 

ongoing and the risk of damaging your 

governmentôs image can be high.  

�x�� Make sure itôs statutorily feasible to sell 

your bad debt.  Some statutes prohibit 

the practice so check not only your local 

ordinances but any State statutes that 

would apply.  

�x�� Strip your portfolio down to accounts 

that have been through your internal 

process and perhaps an agency or two 

but remain uncollected.  Remove any 

debts that have been included in 

bankruptcy and those where the debtor 

is deceased or has filed a complaint.  

Bankrupt and deceased accounts may 

lower the value of your portfolio.  

Removing them will help you qualify for 

higher bids.  

�x�� Some governments remove debtors 

that live in their demographic area.  

Leaving the voter base in the local 

collection process can be a way to 

alleviate some political concerns with 

debt buying.  

�x�� Try to locate a debt buyer with a solid 

track record and a debt collection 

philosophy similar to your own.  

Reputable buyers will be members of 

agency organizations like ACA 

International and will abide by all 

applicable Federal and State laws.  

�x�� Collection tactics by third - parties will 

reflect on your government so 

determine whether the buyer intends to 

resell the accounts. Your contract with 

the original buyer will not extend to the 

next buyer.  

�x�� Craft the contract carefully.  At a 

minimum , identify the buyerôs collection 

practices, how customer complaints or 

questions are addressed, how much 

control you will retain, reasons for 

terminating the contract, portfolio 

resale provisions, and repurchasing 

authority.  

�x�� Start by sending out a small block of 

accounts.  If things go well and 

customer complaints are few, send out 

another block or two.  

 Thanks are due our Corporate Partner, 

Unifund, for helping answer this question. 

According to a recent study by Forrester 

Consulting, only 25 percent of businesses feel 

they are ñvery preparedò to recover from a 

disaster. The other 75 percent have yet  to find a 

solution. Where does your government fall? 

What images come to mind when we say ñdisaster?ò 

Hurricanes? Tornados? Earthquake?  Sure.  But what 

about a broken water main or extended power 

outage?  What about an HVAC problem that shuts 

down the heat or air conditioning in the building while parts are ordered?  

Could you function without technology for a week if a server went down 

and couldnôt be immediately replaced?  

These everyday ñdisastersò interrupt your ability to recover your 

governmentôs revenue.   

Business continuity and disaster preparedness will help you answer 

questions like:  

�x�� How do we restore disconnected services when the customer, 

through no fault of their own , canôt make a payment in person, over 

the phone, or online?  

�x�� What happens if customer information canôt be updated with the 

credit bureau on time?  

�x�� What happens if warrants canôt be recalled because the power is out 

or the phones are down?  

�x�� How do we receive payments if our building closes for an extended 

period?  

�x�� How and where will customers pay their bills?  

 

Fortune 500 Establishes Need for Planning  

Dating back to the 1970s, the largest companies in the world began 

assessing their risks and formulating contingency plans. Companies did 

not initiate these efforts by themselves; instead they were prompted by 

shareholders who demanded contingency planning in order to protect 

their investments. Companies spent hundreds of thousands of dollars 

annually to add operational redundancy.  

As decades progressed, the face of business continued to change. 

Companies became more reliant on technology, leading to swifter 

operations and the ability to handle faster turnaround times. These 
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