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My name is Helen Askim, I am the HR Director at Williams County speaking to you from my office in 
downtown Williston.  Thank you to the committee for allowing me to testify via telephone today. 
 
I just passed my 20-year anniversary of employment with Williams County, while I’ve dabbled in IT, 
Communications and GIS my primary role since November 2005 has been as HR Director.   
 
In 2000 when the Williams County Commission chose to create an IT Department with specialized staff or 
in 2005 when they funded a new position which allowed ME to dedicate 40 hours a week to staffing and 
personnel processes, they were considered progressives.   They saw the value in providing equipment and 
management support for staff and Directors and they evolved the basic structure of County government 
to include forwarding-thinking departments with new types of workers.   Little did we know that those 
departments would provide key support as we executed critical functions of County government during 
an oil boom.  
 
If you analyze the data, you will see that our leaders were NOT necessarily progressive in growing 
government before - or even during - the early days of the oil boom.   They were deliberately conservative 
and measured because all 5 members had lived through the boom and bust cycle; Commissioners and 
Department Directors had experienced the pain of austerity measures in the 1990’s.  None of our 
leadership had a desire to incur debt or grow government to meet short-term needs.  They were 
thoughtful, careful – maybe too cautious it would turn out – but they considered themselves stewards of 
taxpayer funds.   
  
On January 1st, 2010 we had 140 employees with a total payroll of $4.7M, we had added fewer than 15 
fulltime positions in my first 13 years of employment at the County.  By my 20-year anniversary, only 7 
years later, we had increased our employee count to 272 with an annual compensation expense of 
$16.2M, that’s 132 new full-time since 2010.  As a reference, Medora North Dakota’s 2016 population was 
132 people.  The County’s portion of employees’ medical premiums increased from $1.4M in 2010 to 
$3.7M in 2017.    [slide] For every position that we added there were necessary items: an office or cubicle, 
a desk, computer, telephone, vehicle, uniform, motor grader, plow truck…the list goes on and on.   
 
There is a decision that illustrates the speed of this growth to me – in 2010 we had a part time employee 
handling all of our planning and zoning work and a local contractor who was performing building 
inspections as a part-timer – combined they didn’t equal one full-time position.  When our P&Z Tech chose 



to retire we debated at length about filling the position as full-time or part-time.   Was there enough work 
for a full 40 hours per week?  In 2009 we only recorded 26 plats – many of them a minor changes to ag 
land.  By the time her replacement started, as a full-time employee, in Feb 2011, we had a sense that 
things were changing and by the end of her first 12 months we would record 100 plats. [slide] By 2015 we 
employed 15 people to complete the P&Z and Building Inspection tasks. 
 
Since downsizing from the 80’s boom, we had not been running 24-hour shifts for the Patrol Division at 
the Sheriff’s Office.   We had officers assigned to on-call duty overnight, but we didn’t have enough activity 
to justify running one person, much less an entire shift, during the overnight hours.  In his 2011 budget 
Sheriff Busching added staff and equipment so that we could run 4 shifts 24/7.   They had already begun 
to feel the impacts of a surging population.  In 2011 Sheriff Busching was approved for 45 full-time staff, 
in comparison call volume, caseload and the severity of the crimes will keep 89 employees busy in 2018. 
[slide] 
 
In 2011 we began to lose trained and knowledgeable employees to oil industry jobs that offered high 
wages, a daily per diem, a company truck and unlimited overtime.  We had employees resign to relocate 
because they could not afford the skyrocketing rent at their apartment.  We had countless applicants 
withdraw applications when they researched the cost of living in our community.   If Williams County, as 
an organization, was going to deliver expected services to its citizens and the industries working within 
our boundaries, we had to take action.  But the actions that made the difference required three things:  

• employees to execute the work  
• workspace, equipment and policies that allowed those employees to be effective 
• funding for the programs and operations those employees would execute    

Our first capital improvement project will not appear on the data you see today, it was a mixed use 
building we call Broadway Commons, which still provides essential office space for staff and affordable 
housing for law enforcement.   
 
There is no doubt that uncertainty regarding the amount of funding that we would receive through the 
GPT formula and the manner in which those funds would be made available to us, constricted our ability 
to make decisions in 2011 and 2012.  If the 2013 formula had been in place - with a guarantee that as 
exploration and production increased in our County, discretionary revenue would increase at a 
proportional rate – our leaders would have been positioned to set goals and work to achieve them.  
Instead the increased funding became a reality in 2013 but we struggled, really struggled, until well into 
2014.    
 
Corrections Officers are never easy to recruit, but in ‘12 and ‘13 oil companies were hiring from the same 
pool that we typically recruited CO’s from.   We struggled to compete on every level.  We had a brand new 
- less than 5 year old - correctional facility that we anticipated would meet our needs for 50 years and it 
was full.  The inmates stacked into cells 3-deep were sophisticated criminals from all over the world and 
our Corrections staff was inexperienced.    In 2013 we had 63% turnover in jail staff, by the end of that 



year the average length of service for an employee at the Williams County Correctional Center was just 
over 18 months.  [slide] 
 
At the same time, the State Court system was backlogged with criminal and civil cases.   Courtroom space 
and judge availability were identified as a point of constriction and inmates were being held longer than 
usual because the court docket was full.   Remember, our staff on average had worked in Corrections 18 
months and we had inmates who were awaiting trial for close to a year.  Staff in my department grew that 
year, too, it takes time and effort to recruit, onboard, enroll in benefits and then exit interview people. In 
2013, County wide, due to growth and turnover we averaged 10 new employees a month.  [slide] 
 
The GPT funding change in 2013 was pivotal in the turnaround we have been able to achieve at the jail.     
It allowed us to change the structure of oversight within our chain of command, we increased staffing 
levels which reduced safety concerns and provided training officers AND our Commissioners borrowed 
against future GPT revenues to double the number of beds in the jail. 
 
Like our neighboring Counties, we have come to understand that only a robust and efficient Court system 
serves our citizens and our own employees (who are working on behalf of citizens) with the judicial process 
our constitution guarantees.  Courts-related expansion has forced Williams County to effectively vacate 
the Courthouse; 8 departments, comprised of 43 County staff, have been displaced from the Courthouse 
over 6 years.   We are in the final phase of a $15M construction project which will house those staff.  [slide] 
    
The current GPT formulation makes the difference in our ability to provide our employees, our citizens 
AND the industries that operate within our borders with the quality of life and standard of living that can 
be taken for granted in other parts of the state.  Williams County and our neighbors must operate under 
the hope that the current practice of providing proportionate compensation to political subdivisions 
affected by oil production will continue indefinitely.  But we would be better positioned to make decisions 
if proportional, discretionary funding were codified. 
 
Right now in Western North Dakota there is a familiar rumble…more trucks on the road, more work boots 
and overalls at the grocery stores and again resignations from our staff who are taking high paying, 
unlimited overtime oil industry jobs.   When our GPT revenues grew in 2013 and 2014 it was the salvation 
that we needed.   Continued revenue from the GPT is our lifeline.  The surge funding for our road system 
in 2015 restored a quality of life for our rural citizens and laid the groundwork, literally the groundwork, 
for the future of transportation in Williams County. 
 
I cannot state strongly enough how critical GPT revenue is to the quantity and quality of services provided 
by Williams County.   
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Growth of Staff 

2010 – 2017
140 employees to 272 employees
Annual compensation expense grew      

$4.7M to $16.2M
Medical benefit costs increased              

$1.4M to $3.7M



Development Expands

2009: 26 plats recorded
2011: 100 plats recorded 
P&Z/Building Inspection 

2 PartTime 15 FTE 



Sheriff’s Office 

24/7 Shifts in 2011
45 Full Time Staff in 2011
89 Full Time Staff in 2018



Corrections Staffing 2013



Onboarding Rapidly 2013 



Building to Support Staff 


