Award: Award for Career Excellence in Honor of Mark E. Keane
Nomination: John Kachmar
City: Johns Creek, Georgia
John Kachmar began his career as a Marine. He has brought that dedication and commitment to his roles in city and county management for nearly 30 years. His dedication, energy and willingness to try “out-of-the-box” solutions are the hallmarks of his career.
For instance, as the top administrator to Beaufort County, S.C., Mr. Kachmar led the charge to expand the University of South Carolina Beaufort to a four-year institution, providing an educational venue for thousands of local residents and generating millions of dollars for the community.
“Different guys had been trying to do this for 30 or 40 years,” said John Weber, former Beaufort County Economic Development director. “John took the bull by the horns and got it done. He gave the county council the ammunition to support this. He did a lot of really good things up here.”
To make the university branch a reality, Mr. Kachmar came up with the novel idea of using tax increment financing to pay for the $37 million campus. The university system, in turn, pledged to turn the two-year college into a four-year institution. Enrollment, envisioned at 200 to 300 the first year, instead soared to 1,500 by the second semester.
Mr. Kachmar has served as chief of staff to a congressman, and as county administrator in Lehigh County, Pa., St. Louis County, Minn., St. Mary’s County, Md., and Beaufort County.
Now, Mr. Kachmar has brought his vision, energy, and knowledge to the newly incorporated city of Johns Creek, Ga. The community of 75,000 people became a city on Dec. 1, 2006. Mr. Kachmar became city manager in February 2007.
“There are two reasons this city has been successful: one is our city attorney, and the other is John Kachmar,” said City Councilman Randall Johnson.
Under Mr. Kachmar’s stewardship, Johns Creek launched its police and fire departments. He also helped oversee the complicated process of sorting out which assets, records, and responsibilities belonged to the city and which belonged to Fulton County. Fulton County provided services to the area before Johns Creek incorporated.
Mr. Kachmar is also responsible for managing the city’s $17 million contract with CH2M HILL, a Colorado-based firm hired by the city to provide all day-to-day municipal services, with the exception of fire, police and emergency services. The U.S. Conference of Mayors recognized the arrangement as one of the nation’s 10 best public-private partnerships in 2008.
“John emphasizes all the time that we all work for the city, regardless of where your paycheck comes from,” said Johns Creek Finance Director Monte Vavra. “We don’t have any fences here; everyone is part of the same team with the same goals.”
Until recently, Johns Creek residents relied on Fulton County’s antiquated 911 system.  In August, 2008, a Johns Creek woman in respiratory distress died awaiting a misdirected ambulance. Mr. Kachmar had previously identified the emergency dispatch system as a problem and was working on a partnership with another new city to create a new 911 system.  Under Fulton County, it took more than 3 minutes to dispatch emergency vehicles; under CHATCOMM, the new partnership launched in mid-2009, it takes less than a minute. No emergency vehicles have been misrouted to date.
The Johns Creek community is relatively affluent, which presented a challenge for city officials hoping to encourage public safety officers to live in the city they serve. Mr. Kachmar solved the dilemma by crafting an innovative policy offering housing subsidies to patrol officer. In 2010, nine police officers are taking advantage of the stipend.
Mr. Kachmar is currently developing a strategy to enable Johns Creek to acquire its first bond rating, a challenge considering the lack of historical data, and a legislatively imposed cap on property taxes. The bonds are needed to pay for expansion of the city’s stressed transportation system. 
One of Mr. Kachmar’s biggest successes is hard to measure, but is very impactful. Because the city is new, only one of the city council members had any experience in elected office. Under Mr. Kachmar’s guidance, the council members concentrate on vision and direction, instead of micro-managing and getting involved in staff decisions. Mr. Kachmar skillfully manages the 71-member staff, resolving issues at the staff level while keeping council members informed, steering council members from trouble, and providing a steady, guiding hand.
“He’s been sort of a mentor to them,” said Johns Creek Community Development Director Mike Williams. “He’s highly trusted by the City Council.”
Mr. Kachmar, a combat-tested Marine, provides a relaxed, fun work atmosphere that nonetheless emphasizes results, ethics, and hard work. To promote esprit de’ corps, he has dressed as Cher and as one of the Andrews sisters in Halloween skits. He hires carefully, delegates, and trusts his staff, stepping in to provide direction or arbitration when needed. He supports his employees, taking bullets for them, and ensuring that they have the tools they need.
“It’s a good place to work,” Mr. Williams said. “It’s a comfortable atmosphere. John is very supportive. It’s not somewhere where people dread coming to work.”
Some of Mr. Kachmar’s creative solutions for Johns Creek are the product of his experience trying new strategies in other places. While in Beaufort, he outsourced the county’s economic development functions in a unique public-private partnership. Under the new arrangement, the county used money collected from the business community to promote Beaufort and attract new business.
When Mr. Kachmar came to Beaufort in 1999, the county had a failing property reassessment program inundated with 8,500 appeals. He created a mutual aid network to bring in assessors from surrounding counties to work after-hours and weekends to expedite appeals. Previously frustrated homeowners and business-owners were satisfied with the process.  
Beaufort, a popular resort area, was facing tremendous growth pressures, and the citizens were anxious to slow and control it. Mr. Kachmar instituted new development standards to restrain the breakneck development threatening the Beaufort way of life. He also restructured county management to better address challenges of growth. The basic development standards remain in place today.
During Mr. Kachmar’s time as Lehigh County administrator in Pennsylvania, he directly supervised the planning and construction of a $52 million, 1,000-bed prison. He also led a management team that planned and oversaw the construction of a $64 million sewage treatment facility. 
Longtime Beaufort County Councilman Bill McBride said Mr. Kachmar was an outstanding county administrator, ably managing people and project, solving problems, and always pushing the county forward.
“John has a lot of experience, and he’s creative,” Mr. McBride said.  “He’s persuasive and he’s knowledgeable. He’s got a practical side. He made things easier for us as a council.”
Through 30 years of experience, Mr. Kachmar has learned to think creatively, trust his staff, and work as a team with council members. These lessons serve the citizens of Johns Creek well; enabling them to have the small community with friendly, responsive service they desired when they incorporated.

