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Background: 2015-2016 Total Budget Components 

 
Of the total City Adopted Budget, approximately 73 percent is restricted and can be spent only on 

specific issues.  The remaining 27 percent is discretionary and available for the City to spend as it 

chooses.  

 The City approves two-year budgets. Currently, the City is in the first year of the 2015-2016 Budget 

Biennium. The City will start developing the budget for the next two-year period next year in 2016.  

 Total City Budget for 2015-2016 is $988.1 million. The Budget includes Operating and Capital Budgets for 

all City funds.  

 Total City Operating Budget for 2015-2016 is $777.9 million, which includes a variety of taxes to fund 

general governmental programs, and fee-generated dollars that are restricted to funding City-owned utility 

operations (water, sewer, storm water and solid waste utilities) and City Enterprise funds.  

 The only fund that receives non-restricted tax revenue to be spent on City services such as Police, Fire, Parks 

and Recreation, Land Use Planning, Maintenance, Pavement Management and other general community 

services is the City’s General Fund. The total 2015-2016 General Fund Budget is $269.6 million.  Even the 

least restricted General Fund has dollars dedicated to funding the debt issued by the City in prior years, 

grant revenues restricted to specific grant activities and fee revenue, funding the underlying services 

provided, such as Recreation.  

 City Capital Budget is $210.2 million, including the capital project budget, such as new Fire Stations, 

Transportation and Utility construction projects and funding transfers from dedicated capital spending funds.  

These funds cannot be spent on general operations of the City. 
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General, Street & Fire Funds: 2009-2015 Financial Situation 

Over the past decade, expenditures grew at a higher growth rate than the revenues, resulting in what is 

referred to as a “structural deficit”. This situation resulted in the City’s need to balance revenues and 

expenditures through revenue increases and, largely, through budget reductions going back to 2001. The 2009-

2012 budgets had the deepest level of reductions. During this period of time, the structural deficit was 

significantly worsened by the deep economic recession the world faced. As a result, since 2008 the City has 

eliminated 20% of its work force and reduced services it provides to the community. Several large federal 

grants in public safety were used to provide bridge funding until revenues started growing at a level sufficient to 

incorporate those expenditures into the City’s baseline budget as grants expired.  Since 2012, the City has been 

financially stable. It was successful in incorporating the Police and Fire positions into the baseline over the 2013-

2016 time period. Very few additional positions were added since 2012, mostly in areas that generate their 

own revenues, like the Building Fund. Overall, the City staffing in 2015 is below that in 1999. Compared to 

1999, Fire and Police staffing today reflects an increase of 13.9%, and Utilities staffing reflects an increase of 

38.2 %, while staffing in all other areas, including parks, maintenance, administration and support services is 

lower by 25.4% than it was in 1999. Staff is currently updating the revenue and expenditure forecast for the 

2017-2022 time period.  

Operating Budget: Options & Approaches 

Over the last five years, the City has been stabilizing its financial position. The City has gone through a 

community engagement process to determine the priority of services and the sensitivity to changes in service 

levels of City programs. City staff has also reviewed and prioritized all programs it provides, selecting the most 

beneficial and impactful programs to the community for future funding.  

The City has also made significant strides towards stabilizing its personnel expenditures into the future. Largely 

this was done through the implemented ceiling on the City’s contributions towards the costs of health insurance for 

employees of 5% per year, instituting high deductible plans and moving towards self-insurance in the area of 

health insurance. Maintaining level staffing has been a large contributing factor to stabilizing costs into the future 

as well.  

Over the past several years, the number of residential complaints indicating insufficient service levels has 

increased. Those services include street and park maintenance as well as police protection.  

During 2015, the Mayor convened a Streets Funding Commission consisting of 13 community members 

representing a diverse range of backgrounds.  The Commission was charged with the task of developing 

recommendations to City Council that provided a level of service for city streets and a funding strategy to ensure 

that the investment represented by city streets and associated infrastructure was maintained into the future.  The 

core principle was to “take care of what we have on a pay-as-you-go basis”.  Council actions to implement the 

Commission’s recommendations are scheduled to occur during November and December of 2015. 
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The City is currently going through the strategic planning process to re-assess the role of City government and the 

services it provides to the community. Re-defining the array of high priority services the City should be providing 

in the future and identifying how to make them financially sustainable in the future are the major goals of the 

upcoming 2017-2018 budget process.  

 
 

For additional information, contact Natasha Ramras, Deputy Finance Director, at 

(360) 487- 8484 or natasha.ramras@cityofvancouver.us 
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