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v

Th e most serious economic downturn since the 

Great Depression presented local governments an 

enormous challenge. Growing needs for service were 

accompanied by huge declines in revenues, throwing 

many local government budgets into turmoil.

In the summer of 2009, North Carolina local gov-

ernments had just adopted their fi rst sets of budgets 

in this new environment and already were worried 

about the prospect of even tougher times ahead. 

Budget offi  cers gathered that summer at a meeting 

of the North Carolina Local Government Budget 

Association (NCLGBA) and, after hearing a panel 

describing the budget-balancing tactics of selected 

cities and counties, asked the School of Government 

to compile a more comprehensive collection of such 

tactics by a broader set of local governments.

Th is report is the product of that eff ort. 
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Local government offi  cials across the nation relied 

on a wide variety of budget-balancing tactics to 

cope with the serious budget problems of 2009 and 

2010. Th ey drew at varying degrees and in diff er-

ent combinations upon a host of cost-cutting and 

revenue-enhancing options. Cost-cutting tactics 

included, for instance, hiring freezes, delayed facility 

and infrastructure maintenance, across-the-board 

cuts in departmental budgets, service cutbacks, pur-

chasing and travel restrictions, equipment cutbacks, 

employee position reductions, furloughs, retirement 

incentives, and employee benefi t modifi cations. 

Revenue-enhancing tactics included fee increases, 

tax increases, asset sales, increased reliance on grants, 

the leasing of government assets to outside parties, 

and greater reliance on reserve funds, among others.

With the end of budget problems not yet in sight, 

local government offi  cials will undoubtedly return 

to many of these tactics again and again in the years 

ahead.

Executive Summary
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Introduction

Th e fi nancial crisis that hit America and the rest of 

the world in 2008 placed enormous strain on the 

United States economy as a whole and on govern-

ments at all levels across the nation. For the fi rst 

time in more than half a century, all levels of gov-

ernment experienced simultaneous shortfalls in 

all three major sources of government revenues—

income, sales, and property taxes.1

Even when the rest of the economy turns the 

corner and begins to rebound, the recovery for state 

and local budgets is expected to lag behind, sug-

gesting a budgetary challenge for more than a few 

years.2 Some experts fear municipal revenues might 

continue to decline through 2011—or perhaps even 

longer.3 Many local government offi  cials concur 

with these dire forecasts and have resolved to adjust 

expectations and operations accordingly. Th e city of 

Ann Arbor, Michigan, for example, anticipates its 

budget for the 2012 fi scal year will need to be 30 per-

cent smaller than the one for fi scal year 2009.4

1. Gerald J. Miller and James H. Svara, eds., Navigating 

the Fiscal Crisis: Tested Strategies for Local Leaders. Alli-

ance for Innovation, 2009, 7.

2. Darrell Preston, “U.S. State Revenue Decline Will Go 

On, Report Says,” Bloomberg News, November 12, 2009.

3. Christopher W. Hoene and Michael A. Pagano, “City 

Fiscal Conditions in 2009,” Research Brief on America’s 

Cities, Issue 2009-2. National League of Cities, September 

2009.

4. Dave Askins, “Ann Arbor City Budget: Cuts Begin 

Now,” Th e Ann Arbor (MI) Chronicle, December 15, 2009.

Th e future confronting local governments is chal-

lenging—even daunting. Finance offi  cials responding 

to the National League of Cities annual survey on 

fi scal conditions were more pessimistic about their 

ability to meet the fi scal needs of their cities than 

respondents to any of the previous surveys in its 24-

year history.5

Although early in the crisis a relative few local 

governments declared their communities had not yet 

felt its eff ects and had not yet made any adjustments, 

most reacted right away. Hiring freezes, travel re-

strictions, and delayed purchases were common—all 

designed to trim expenditures and help make ends 

meet for the year. If this was really the beginning 

phase of a multi-year downturn, much more would 

be necessary. Local government offi  cials would have 

to confront the recipients of high-cost services about 

the need for scaling back, the recipients of low-

priority services about the possibility of discontinu-

ation, fee payers about the prospect of higher fees, 

taxpayers about higher taxes, and employees about 

new assignments, new service delivery strategies, 

and new compensation plans. Conversations with 

key stakeholders about diffi  cult choices were poten-

tial showdowns that few offi  cials were eager to have. 

Some observers have noted that most of the early re-

sponses to the budget crisis have been more tactical 

5. Christopher W. Hoene and Michael A. Pagano, “City 

Fiscal Conditions in 2009,” Research Brief on America’s 

Cities, Issue 2009-2. National League of Cities, September 

2009.
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than strategic, designed to minimize the showdowns 

that inevitably would come if the crisis was deep 

enough to require “structural reforms,” such as pen-

sion reform, changes in health benefi ts, and more 

fl exible work rules.6 Some local governments, how-

ever, had begun to address structural issues, even as 

they also focused on shorter-term measures to make 

ends meet.

Th e advice off ered in a report published by the 

Alliance for Innovation to local governments cop-

ing with the fi nancial crisis recognizes the impulse 

among cities and counties to adopt a reactive re-

sponse featuring steps intended simply to “weather 

the storm.” Th e Alliance authors recommend instead 

a more aggressive response that views the crisis “as 

an opportunity for constructively shaping changes 

when declining resources make it impossible to 

continue business as usual.”7 In addition to avoiding 

steps that would be harmful to the community and 

nation’s economic recovery—such as sharply cur-

tailing government spending, especially on capital 

projects—the authors of the Alliance report recom-

mend the following:

In making budget reductions, avoid across- •

the-board cuts that take funds away from 

higher-priority programs and services 

along with those with lower priority.

If reducing positions, avoid eliminating  •

only vacant positions that either randomly 

distribute vacancies or leave high-turnover 

agencies severely understaff ed.

Lead inclusively and encourage creativity  •

and engagement at all levels of the 

organization rather than tightening controls 

and making top-down decisions.

Draw on the organization and the community’s  •

ideas and support and use the crisis to identify 

how the organization can be strengthened.8

Th e budget-balancing tactics catalogued on the 

following pages include a wide range of approaches 

6. “Welcome to the Real World,” Th e Economist, Vol. 

393, no. 8661 (December 12, 2009), 31-32.

7. Gerald J. Miller and James H. Svara, eds., Navigating 

the Fiscal Crisis: Tested Strategies for Local Leaders. Alli-

ance for Innovation, 2009, 21.

8. Ibid.

to coping with the crisis facing local governments in 

2009 and 2010, including some that adhered to the 

Alliance’s recommendations and many that did not. 

Th e severity of the crisis left many local government 

leaders feeling that they had few choices.

Th e information reported in this publication 

comes from news reports, correspondence with pub-

lic offi  cials, and responses to a survey of North Caro-

lina local governments conducted in late 2009. Items 

from news reports provide glimpses into the budget-

balancing tactics employed—or at least considered—

in local governments across the nation. Many were 

controversial and gained headlines for that reason. 

In the dynamic ebb and fl ow of budget deliberations, 

some of the moves may have been reversed from the 

time they fi rst made the news, while others might 

even have been expanded from the levels reported 

here.

Detailed descriptions of budget tactics provided 

to the School of Government by several local govern-

ments in the fall of 2009 yielded helpful information 

that was sprinkled into the narrative on the follow-

ing pages, supplementing the information gained 

from a survey of the counties, cities, and towns of 

North Carolina with populations greater than 5,000 

conducted in November and December of 2009. 

Responses were received from 62 of these 206 local 

governments for an overall response rate of 30 per-

cent. Th e response rate among counties was 31 per-

cent; among municipalities of greater than 45,000 

population, 44 percent. Th ese response rates are 

insuffi  cient to allow us to declare the “typical tactics” 

among North Carolina local governments, but this 

was never our intention. Our intent, instead, was to 

provide tactical details in selected local governments 

with enough clarity to be helpful to public offi  cials 

attempting to plan their own course of action for the 

budget years ahead. Th ese survey responses fulfi ll 

that objective. Summary information for the survey 

is provided in the appendix.

Th e budget-balancing tactics reported here are 

divided into two sets. First are the tactics designed to 

cut costs. Later come the tactics to expand revenues. 
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steps taken to control or trim costs by responding 

municipalities were the suspension of pay increases 

(reported by almost two-thirds of the respondents), 

reduction in capital spending, and adoption of a hir-

ing freeze (Table 1).

Many tactics in addition to hiring freezes, sal-

ary freezes, layoff s, and the delay of capital projects 

may be found among the cost-cutting options of 

local governments. Other tactics include delaying 

facility maintenance, imposing departmental bud-

get cuts (sometimes selectively and sometimes with 

across-the-board reductions), canceling contracts, 

contracting out or “contracting in,” fi nding ways to 

Few local governments were able to absorb the im-

pact of the economic downturn strictly by increasing 

revenues or dipping into reserves. Among respon-

dents to the National League of Cities (NLC) 2009 

City Fiscal Conditions Survey, 91 percent reported 

spending cuts, with most saying that more cuts were 

on the way.9 Hiring freezes, layoff s, and the delay of 

capital projects were especially prominent among a 

broad array of budget-balancing moves (Figure 1).

Th e International City/County Management 

Association’s 2009 “State of the Profession” survey 

revealed serious budget concerns among the 2,214 

responding local government offi  cials from across 

the nation. Greatest percentages of respondents were 

coping with shortfalls by leaving vacant positions 

unfi lled (66 percent), deferring capital projects (60 

percent), implementing targeted cuts in expenditures 

(52 percent), and increasing fees for services (46 

percent).10

A 2009 survey of North Carolina cities and towns, 

conducted by the North Carolina League of Munici-

palities, asked municipal offi  cials about their govern-

ments’ budget-balancing tactics broadly. Th e survey 

excluded county governments. Th e most common 

 9. Christopher W. Hoene and Michael A. Pagano, 

“City Fiscal Conditions in 2009,” Research Brief on 

America’s Cities, Issue 2009-2. National League of Cities, 

September 2009, p. 6.

10. International City/County Management Associa-

tion, ICMA State of the Profession Survey, 2009. Washing-

ton, D.C.: ICMA, 2009. Accessed at www.icma.org. 

Cost-Cutting Moves

Source: Christopher W. Hoene and Michael A. Pagano, 

“City Fiscal Conditions in 2009,” Research Brief on 

America’s Cities, Issue 2009-2. National League of Cities, 

September 2009, 6. Used by permission.

Figure 1. Common Expenditure-Reduction Tactics 

among Cities across the Nation: 2009

Hiring freeze/layoffs

Delay/cancel capital projects

Cuts in other services

Modify employee health benefits

Across-the-board cut

Cuts in public safety

Renegotiate debt

Cuts in human services

67%

62%

33%

25%

17%

14%

12%

11%

0 20 40 60 80 100
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reduce water or energy consumption, restricting new 

purchases, cutting back equipment, scaling back pro-

fessional memberships, imposing travel and training 

restrictions, reassigning employees to save money in 

their old department and to cover a personnel short-

age in their new department, and eliminating vacant 

positions. Still other cost-cutting tactics include 

service cutbacks, reductions in support to outside 

groups, revised staffi  ng protocols, four-day work-

weeks, furloughs, work-hour reductions, adjusted 

compensation policies, modifi cations in the use of or 

payments for overtime, reduced employee benefi ts, 

intergovernmental collaboration, cost-cutting use 

of information technology, encouraged retirements, 

volunteerism, and modifi ed work rules.

Hiring Freeze
Imposing a hiring freeze—that is, leaving vacant 

positions unfi lled—often is one of the fi rst steps 

taken in the face of a serious budget crisis, despite 

charges by critics that hiring freezes are more 

damaging to organizational performance than more 

carefully targeted tactics that protect high-priority 

or turnover-prone services. Th e appeal of a hiring 

freeze is simple: it takes advantage of immediate sav-

ings opportunities and it holds open positions that 

might be eliminated if the crisis deepens or might be 

fi lled by employees from another department facing 

layoff s.

Sometimes in “soft” hiring freezes specifi ed 

departments or groups of employees, such as public 

safety personnel or positions deemed “essential,” are 

exempted. In some instances procedures are put in 

place to carefully scrutinize each position before de-

ciding whether or not to recruit. For example, when 

sales tax revenues in Abilene, Texas, dipped sharply 

in 2009, that city adopted a review and approval 

procedure so that, according to the city’s managing 

director for administration, “only those positions 

that are deemed to be mission-critical are posted.”11 

Th e city of Annapolis, Maryland, imposed a hiring 

freeze on all vacant positions except for those in po-

lice, fi re, and others deemed to be “critical positions” 

and gaining the chief administrative offi  cer’s approv-

al.12 Th e city council of Mason, Iowa, chose even to 

leave unfi lled two vacant department head positions, 

preferring to get by with interim supervisors and 

reap the budget savings in the face of an uncertain 

budgetary future.13 In Martinsville, Virginia, the 

city manager covered key staff  vacancies by serving 

as both city manager and fi nance director himself, 

by assigning the assistant fi nance director to serve 

as human resource director while continuing to 

perform some of her fi nance department duties, by 

assigning expanded fi re and property maintenance 

11. Doug Myers, “Facing Drop in Sales Tax Revenue, 

City Tightens Belt,” Abilene (TX) Reporter-News, Novem-

ber 23, 2009.

12. “Cohen Announces Hiring Freeze,” Annapolis 

(MD) Capital, December 16, 2009.

13. John Skipper, “Mason City Council Rejects Com-

bining Parks/Rec Jobs,” Mason City (IA) Globe Gazette, 

November 17, 2009.

Table 1. Common Expenditure-Reduction Tactics among North Carolina Cities: 2009

 Percentage of Respondents

No pay raises 64.9%

Reduce capital spending 59.4%

Hiring freeze 26.5%

Reduce employee benefi ts or increase employee share of cost 16.6%

Reduce positions 11.5%

Contract out additional services 9.3%

Reduce service levels 8.6%

“Contract in” services previously contracted out 8.4%

New intergovernmental arrangement for services 4.2%

N = 453 responding cities

Source: North Carolina League of Municipalities survey of member cities, 2009. Used with permission.
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inspection responsibilities to a current fi re preven-

tion specialist, and by reassigning duties within the 

aff ected departments.14

In North Carolina, many local governments 

imposed a hiring freeze in 2009 and 2010. For some 

(e.g., Mint Hill and Hertford County), the hiring 

freeze in eff ect for 2010 was considered a “hard 

freeze”—no hiring, no exceptions—but for others 

there remained the possibility of limited hiring for 

positions deemed essential, often following review by 

the city or county manager. Stokes County estab-

lished a “selective hiring freeze,” with board approval 

necessary before fi lling any vacant positions.

Delay in Capital Improvements, 
Infrastructure/Facility Maintenance

Putting off  a new construction project or repair 

job can temporarily leave coins in the coff ers of 

cash-strapped cities and counties. Long term, this 

tactic can exact a heavy toll, as small repairs become 

large ones; but short term, it is a tempting target to 

offi  cials looking for cuts that, on the surface at least, 

have little obvious impact on services.

Examples of this tactic abound. For instance, the 

city of Rock Hill, South Carolina, responded to the 

budget crisis by delaying recreation center and parks 

improvements as well as roof replacements. Bud-

get defi cits in Louisville, Kentucky, led that city to 

eliminate street paving during the second half of the 

2008-2009 fi scal year.15 Paving budgets, a favorite 

target in times of fi scal duress, have taken similar 

hits in many other local governments.16 

Th e city manager of Peoria, Illinois, identifi ed 

$5 million in capital projects that could be can-

celled to help balance the 2010 budget and another 

$3.2 million in projects that could be delayed for four 

months to help with cash fl ow. He warned, however,  

“the more we defer projects, the more people will see 

the infrastructure aging and deteriorating.”17

14. Bill Wyatt, “City Government Reorganizes, Freezes 

Some Positions,” Martinsville (VA) Daily, January 7, 2010.

15. Dan Klepal, “City Occupation Taxes Lag, Forcing 

Belt Tightening,” Louisville Courier-Journal, November 

25, 2009.

16. Mac McLean, “Sullivan County Opts to Cut Spend-

ing Over Raising Taxes,” Bristol Herald Courier, Septem-

ber 22, 2009.

17. John Sharp, “Peoria Can Ax Projects to Balance 

2010 Budget,” Peoria Journal Star, November 10, 2009.

When funds are short, local governments in des-

perate need of new capital facilities sometimes fi nd 

creative ways to make project delays possible. Realiz-

ing that it was in no position to add needed jail beds, 

Hamilton County, Ohio, instead provided 100 new 

electronic monitoring units to the courts.18 

In North Carolina, the city of Clinton delayed its 

downtown revitalization project, Chowan County 

delayed repairs and painting of water storage tanks, 

and Asheboro and Chowan County delayed water 

line upgrades. Pitt County, Watauga County, and 

Wilkes County were among several local govern-

ments delaying roofi ng projects. Roanoke Rapids put 

a street drainage project and plans for street resur-

facing on hold. Greensboro also scaled back street 

and stormwater drainage maintenance. Many other 

North Carolina local governments delayed paving 

projects and vehicle replacements.

Departmental Budget Cuts—Across the Board
When facing the prospect of serious budget shortfalls, 

it is not uncommon for local government executives 

to impose across-the-board budget cuts or at least to 

direct department heads to identify a specifi ed level 

of cuts if reductions prove necessary. In fortunate 

cases, only a small across-the-board cut imposed 

early in the year is suffi  cient to generate the needed 

savings. Th e city of Portland, Oregon, for instance, 

got by with a cut of only 0.2 percent, administered 

early in the year.19 In other cases, more substantial 

cuts are necessary. Early in the 2009-2010 fi scal year, 

Louisville’s mayor asked department heads to fi nd 

ways to cut their budgets between 2 and 5 percent, in 

case revenues failed to meet expectations.20 In Waite 

Park, Minnesota, departmental cuts were 5 percent.21 

In Clark County, Indiana, departments were told 

18. Tom McKee, “Hamilton County Government 

Could Get Extreme Makeover,” WCPO-TV (Cincinnati), 

October 28, 2009.

19. James Mayer, “Portland City Government Faces 

More Cuts to Make Up $2 Million Shortfall,” Th e Orego-

nian, November 18, 2009.

20. Dan Klepal, “City Occupation Taxes Lag, Forcing 

Belt Tightening,” Louisville Courier-Journal, November 

25, 2009.

21. TaLeiza Calloway, “Saving City Money Means Los-

ing Elsewhere,” St. Cloud Times, September 15, 2009.
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to come up with cuts of 22 percent, as the council 

grappled with the proposed budget.22

In North Carolina, Wilkes County imposed a 

20 percent across-the-board cut during the 2009 

fi scal year. For 2010, Hillsborough, Mecklenburg 

County, and Wilkes County targeted or spared 

selected departments for greater or smaller cuts in a 

budget that otherwise imposed an across-the-board 

reduction of 10 percent.

Departmental Budget Cuts—Selective 
Some cities and counties have been much more 

selective in their cuts, protecting already lean, es-

pecially successful, or high-priority programs and 

trimming more from the budgets of the rest. For ex-

ample, the 2010 budget for Washoe County, Nevada, 

prioritized programs through a tiered approach to 

cuts: 6 percent for the sheriff  and jails; 12 percent for 

courts and social services; 28 percent for fi nance, hu-

man resource management, information technology, 

administration, community development, and public 

works; and 36 percent for libraries and parks.23 

Several North Carolina local governments im-

posed varying levels of cuts on their departments, 

with larger reductions in some functions. Th e town 

of Mooresville cut its engineering department bud-

get by 43 percent and building and grounds by 15 

percent in 2009. Roanoke Rapids cut public works by 

25 percent and recreation by 15 percent. Henderson 

County cut information technology by 17 percent 

and inspections by 14 percent. 

For the 2010 fi scal year, Mint Hill cut non-

departmental expenses (e.g., professional services, 

postage, supplies and materials) by 38 percent.24 

Chowan County cut $1.2 million from its appropria-

tion to local schools. Davidson cut 21 percent from 

the planning budget. Clinton cut 19 percent from 

the fi re department. Chatham County cut 18 percent 

from development-related departments. Concord cut 

22. Bill Alexander, “Clark County, Indiana Facing Ma-

jor Budget Cuts,” Fox41.com, October 2009.

23. “How It Plays in Peoria: Th e Impact of the Fiscal 

Crisis on Local Governments.” Washington, D.C.: Inter-

national City/County Management Association, 2009. 

Accessed at www.icma.org. 

24. Naida Sergel, fi nance director, Town of Mint Hill, 

North Carolina, e-mail message to Trevor Fleck, January 

6, 2010.

operating budgets by more than in 10 percent in 10 

of its departments. Pinehurst cut 10 percent from its 

planning and inspections budgets.

Among North Carolina governments responding 

to the School of Government survey, those making 

exceptions to what otherwise were across-the-board 

cuts most often spared public safety departments, 

allowing smaller reductions by police and fi re.

Cancellation of Contracts or Contracting Plans
Local governments sometimes enter into contracts 

for a service they consider desirable but nonessential. 

Such contracts become especially vulnerable when 

funds are tight. Disbanding a program with govern-

ment employees can be diffi  cult—emotionally and 

practically. Terminating or choosing not to renew a 

contract is much easier.

Th e city of Westwego, Louisiana, for example, 

canceled its $10,000 mowing contract, decid-

ing it could assign city employees to do the work 

and thereby save some money.25 Similarly, the city 

council of Ashland, Oregon, usually hires a facilita-

tor for its annual goal-setting sessions, but it decided 

to forego the expense in 2010 and ask someone on 

hand—the mayor or city administrator were logical 

options—to handle that assignment.26

Contracting Out
Recent decades have seen a wave of contracting ac-

tivities by local governments across the nation, often 

attracted by opportunities to save money and occa-

sionally by the prospect of improvements in service 

quality. Budget woes have reinvigorated interest in 

contracting, especially where potential cost savings 

are involved.

Today, contracted services span virtually the 

entire spectrum of local government functions, al-

though contracts for some functions (e.g., solid waste 

collection and janitorial services) are more com-

mon than for others. Oneida County, New York, for 

25. Allen Powell, “Council Cancels Grass-Cutting 

Contract; Mayor Opposed Plan to Cut Landscaping Deal,” 

(New Orleans) Times-Picayune, July 23, 2009.

26. Vickie Aldous, “Hire for Goal-Setting Would Have 

Cost Around $3,000,” Ashland (OR) Daily Tidings, De-

cember 8, 2009.
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instance, responded to the budget crisis by declaring 

its intention to explore privatization opportunities 

for the management of the county’s technology and 

for clinical services in public health.27 Facing a bud-

get shortfall of $80 million and desperately needing 

to hire additional police offi  cers it could not aff ord, 

the city council of Oakland, California, voted in 

2009 to hire International Services, Inc., to supple-

ment the work of the police department by providing 

patrol services in selected high-crime districts—at 

dramatically lower costs than would be required 

to hire additional offi  cers.28 Th e budget downturn 

prompted the city of Rock Hill, South Carolina, to 

outsource various landscaping functions, a decision 

expected to save $200,000 in 2010 and $400,000 

over a three-year period.29

In North Carolina, the city of Asheville compared 

the cost of its in-house print shop with bids from 

outside vendors and chose to contract for the ser-

vice, closing its in-house shop and eliminating two 

full-time equivalent positions.30 Several other local 

governments also contracted out services previ-

ously handled in-house. For Matthews it was paving 

services; for Davidson, park property management; 

for Franklin County, food service at the jail as well 

as billing and collections for emergency medical 

services; for Watauga County, janitorial and mow-

ing services; and for Bladen County and Roanoke 

Rapids, information technology services were newly 

contracted out. 

Th e town of Yanceyville renegotiated contracts 

for several services, securing more favorable terms 

for 2010.31 Chowan County, Franklin County, and 

Mecklenburg County were among various local gov-

ernments negotiating or renegotiating longer pay-

ment terms in contracts.

27. Bryon Ackerman, “County Government Staffi  ng 

Lowest in Decades,” Utica (NY) Observer-Dispatch, Octo-

ber 8, 2009.

28. Bobby White, “Cash-Strapped Cities Try Private 

Guards Over Police,” Th e Wall Street Journal, April 21, 

2009.

29. Monica Croskey, fi scal analyst, City of Rock Hill, 

South Carolina, e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of 

Government, October 26, 2009.

30. Ben Durant, director of fi nance, City of Asheville, 

e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Government, 

October 6, 2009.

31. David Parrish, town manager, Yanceyville, North 

Carolina, e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Govern-

ment, September 30, 2009.

Contracting In
Contracted services are not always the bargain they 

seemed to be at the outset. Sometimes contract 

operations are poorly managed and costly. In such 

instances and in cases where a local government has 

excess capacity, bringing the work back inside can be 

a money-saving option worth considering.

Th e city of Asheville had planned to contract for 

design and engineering work for several large capital 

projects, but the budget crisis caused city offi  cials 

to rethink their plans. Rather than contracting out 

this work, engineering department employees were 

assigned the job and their time was charged to the 

already-funded capital projects, thereby saving 

money in the operating budget.32 Similarly, the city 

of Charlotte brought landscaping project manage-

ment back in house to help trim the budget.33

Several other North Carolina local governments 

also brought in-house some services previously 

handled by contract. For example, Salisbury brought 

janitorial services and a portion of its solid waste 

collection in house. For Davidson it was planning 

services; for Belmont, engineering work; for Dare 

County, cleaning services at two buildings; for Pine-

hurst, heating ventilation air-conditioning main-

tenance; and for Davidson County, Iredell County, 

and Wilkes County, lawn maintenance services were 

newly brought in house—or “contracted-in.” 

Energy- and Water-Saving Tactics
Many local governments are aggressively pursuing 

ways to conserve water and use energy more effi  -

ciently in traffi  c signals, streetlights, buildings, and 

vehicles.34 Popular energy-saving options include the 

replacement of incandescent lights with compact 

fl uorescent lighting, the use of light-emitting diode 

(LED) traffi  c lights, induction street lighting, and the 

re-insulation of hot water pipes.

32. Ben Durant, director of fi nance, City of Asheville, 

e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Government, 

October 6, 2009.

33. Ann White, Budget Offi  ce, City of Charlotte, North 

Carolina, e-mail message to David Ammons, January 4, 

2010.

34. Mike Conduff , “Bottom Line Green: How America’s 

Cities Are Saving the Planet (and Money, too!),” Texas 

Town & City, Vol. XCVI, No. 8 (August 2009), 10-12.
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Some conservation steps are simple and inexpen-

sive, while others are more elaborate and carry a 

bigger price tag. An energy audit of county facilities 

in Middlesex County, New Jersey, identifi ed a set of 

energy conservation opportunities costing $769,220 

and providing annual savings of 1,060,730 kilowatt 

hours, 18,530 therms, and more than $170,000 per 

year—for a “simple payback of just 4.5 years.”35 Of 

course, many cash-strapped local governments are 

looking for more immediate savings.

Th e city of Rock Hill, South Carolina, has in-

stalled low-fl ow valves in public buildings and has 

developed a water reuse system for its landscap-

ing. In an attempt to encourage water conservation 

across the community, the city has also adopted a 

conservation water rate for its customers.

In North Carolina, many local governments have 

taken steps to reduce consumption of gasoline, 

electricity, and water. For instance, several cities and 

counties have limited-idling or no-idling policies for 

local government vehicles (e.g., Clinton, Salisbury, 

Wilmington, Chowan County, Davidson County, 

Nash County, Stokes County, Watauga County, and 

Yadkin County). Some police departments have em-

phasized walking and bike patrols as an alternative 

to vehicle patrols (e.g., Havelock, Roanoke Rapids, 

and Wilmington). Asheboro redesigned its public 

works routes in an eff ort to reduce wasteful back-

tracking. Henderson County has adopted minimum 

miles-per-gallon (mpg) standards for all types of 

vehicles. Pinehurst purchased a bicycle for use by vil-

lage staff  on short trips during the workday. 

Concord modifi ed its landscaping design to fea-

ture more plantings that require little water. Dur-

ham County installed water-saving devices in many 

of the restrooms in county buildings. 

Cumberland County and Stokes County have tak-

en steps to reduce the temperature in buildings and 

cut off  lights when not needed. Similarly, Watauga 

County eliminated night lighting of buildings as 

well as lighting of unoccupied areas during the day. 

Wilmington installed automated lighting fi xtures. 

Forsyth County reduces heating and air conditioning 

in county buildings overnight and on weekends and 

installed motion detectors in restroom to regulate 

lighting. Davidson County’s new emergency medical 

service base uses thermal and solar energy.

35. “Middlesex County To Take Part in Energy Audit,” 

Sentinel, October 7, 2009.

Purchasing Restrictions
A common tactic of local governments in a budget-

ary bind is to direct intensifi ed scrutiny toward new 

purchases or to suspend all but the most essential 

purchases for the balance of the fi scal year. Th e city 

of Zanesville, Ohio, for example, declared itself in 

late 2009 to be “down to the bare necessities for the 

rest of the year.”36 Other local governments identi-

fi ed big ticket items—such as the purchase of trash 

trucks for the city of Lafayette, Indiana—that could 

be delayed for a year or more to save cash, at least in 

the short run.37

Many local governments in North Carolina 

clamped down tightly on purchases in the face of the 

crisis. Several halted the purchase of new vehicles; 

some prohibited all capital acquisitions; and some 

required special approval for any purchases. Stokes 

County cut off  new requisitions for the 2009 fi scal 

year in March, Concord in April, and Wilmington 

in May. 

Equipment Cutbacks
Many cash-strapped local governments have begun 

to rethink their equipment needs. Some are reassess-

ing the size of their equipment inventory; the type, 

size, and energy-consumption characteristics of the 

equipment in the inventory; and their policies on 

equipment use.

High-profi le fl eet reductions have occurred in 

Philadelphia; Washington, D.C.; and New York 

City.38 Each city has entered into an agreement with 

a third-party car-sharing service for use of vehicles 

during business hours, thereby reducing the need 

for a large motor-pool fl eet and even the need for 

some individually assigned cars. Th e city of Phila-

delphia claims to have saved more than $600,000 in 

maintenance, parking, and fuel costs since 2005 by 

trimming 140 vehicles from its fl eet, not to men-

tion the proceeds from the sale of unneeded cars. 

36. Brian Gadd, “City Council Committee to Look at 

Year-End Expenses,” Zanesville (OH) Times Recorder, 

November 23, 2009.

37. Amanda Hamon, “Smaller City Budget Gets Lafay-

ette Council’s Initial OK,” Journal & Courier, September 

15, 2009.

38. Michael M. Grynbaum, “City Hall’s Cars by Day, 

and Yours by Night,” Th e New York Times, October 1, 

2009.
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In Washington, D.C., 360 cars were removed from 

the fl eet with the new arrangement. New York City’s 

approach is a pilot project, with an initial fl eet trim-

ming of 57 cars and perhaps more to follow, pending 

results of the pilot.

On a smaller scale, the Garland (Texas) Goes 

Green initiative led to a substantial overhaul of that 

city’s fl eet. Of the vehicles aff ected, 56 percent were 

replaced by a more fuel-effi  cient type, 30 percent by 

a smaller vehicle, 11 percent by a larger vehicle, and 

3 percent were removed without replacement.39 

In Las Cruces, New Mexico, the city reassessed its 

policies and practices regarding the issuance of cell 

phones and other mobile communications devices 

to employees and elected offi  cials, after realizing 

that its annual cell phone bill was an estimated 

$132,000.40 Th e review focused on whether all of the 

devices were needed, whether cell phones were be-

ing used only for city business, and whether a more 

favorable price plan could be secured.

In North Carolina, several local governments have 

reduced the number of vehicles in their fl eets (e.g., 

Asheville, Wilmington, Franklin County, Hertford 

County, Lee County). Lee County, for instance, 

reduced the number of sedans from 120 to 100. 

Some have reduced the size of the vehicles in their 

fl eets (e.g., Wilmington, Winston-Salem, Brunswick 

County, Franklin County, Pitt County). 

Other local governments have restricted their 

take-home vehicle practices. For example, the city 

of High Point’s review of its policy for take-home 

vehicles resulted in the reduction of take-home ve-

hicles by 30.41 Others recently restricting take-home 

vehicles include Apex, Concord, Davidson, Bruns-

wick County, Chowan County, Columbus County, 

Franklin County, Hertford County, Iredell County, 

and Watauga County. In the town of Davidson, for 

instance, newly hired police offi  cers living outside 

the town limits will no longer be assigned a take-

home patrol car.

39. Mike Conduff , “Bottom Line Green: How America’s 

Cities Are Saving the Planet (and Money, too!),” Texas 

Town & City, Vol. XCVI, No. 8 (August 2009), 10-12.

40. Steve Ramirez, “Las Cruces Reviewing Government 

Mobile Communication Device Usage,” Las Cruces (NM) 

Sun-News, January 8, 2010.

41. Pat Pate, assistant city manager, High Point, North 

Carolina, e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Govern-

ment, October 5, 2009.

Even more local governments are responding 

to the budget crisis by retaining vehicles beyond 

their projected useful life. Th e town of Hillsbor-

ough is one many governments trying to delay new 

purchases as long as possible. At the suggestion of 

employees in Hillsborough, the town extended the 

life of a $155,000 garbage truck an additional two 

years by shifting the collection of bulk items to a 

pickup equipped with a “Tommy gate” and thereby 

lightening the older truck’s workload.42 Also at the 

suggestion of employees, the town purchased an 

industrial grade tricycle for use in its wastewater 

treatment plant rather than a motorized utility 

vehicle, saving more than $5,000 and reducing the 

operation’s carbon footprint.

Equipment cutbacks have also aff ected informa-

tion technology equipment in several local govern-

ments. Some North Carolina local governments are 

keeping their computers longer, delaying upgrades, 

and sometimes allowing replacement only when a 

unit “has died.”

Memberships in Professional Organizations
Searching for ways to trim costs, the city council 

of St. Joseph, Minnesota, decided against renewing 

its membership in the St. Cloud Chamber of Com-

merce, the Coalition of Outstate Minnesota Cities, 

and the Minnesota Mayors Association.43 Similar 

steps were taken by the city of Port St. Lucie, Florida, 

and by many other local governments. Th e Port 

St. Lucie city council cut some of its memberships 

but continued others—controversially cutting, for 

instance, dues payments to some local civic groups, 

such as the Latin Chamber of Commerce of the 

Treasure Coast, while retaining the city manager’s 

memberships in the International City/County Man-

agement Association, the Florida City and County 

Management Association, and the Florida Govern-

ment Finance Offi  cers Association.44

42. Eric Peterson, town manager, Hillsborough, North 

Carolina, e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Govern-

ment, October 9, 2009.

43. TaLeiza Calloway, “Saving City Money Means Los-

ing Elsewhere,” St. Cloud Times, September 15, 2009.

44. Laurie K. Blandford, “Budget-Strapped Port St. Lu-

cie Cuts More Civic Group Dues, Straining Relations with 

Some in Community,” Treasure Coast Palm, September 

14, 2009.
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In North Carolina, the payment of employees’ 

professional dues by local governments became more 

restrictive in Winston-Salem, Durham County, and 

Franklin County in the face of the budget crisis. 

Durham County discontinued its practice of paying 

dues to local service organizations.

Travel Restrictions
Travel funds often are an early budget casualty, even 

in a mild downturn. Many local governments restrict 

out-of-state travel and sometimes even in-state travel 

when revenues fall short of projections; some curtail 

all “non-essential” travel.

For instance, when the sales tax revenues of 

Abilene, Texas, fell sharply in 2009, the city manager 

immediately targeted two areas for savings: the city 

curtailed postings of vacant positions and eliminated 

all but “absolutely necessary” travel.45

More than one-half of the North Carolina local 

governments responding to the School of Govern-

ment survey adopted travel restrictions when the se-

verity of the budget crisis became apparent. In some 

cases, restrictions occurred not through a policy 

declaration but instead through the slashing of travel 

budgets. In other cases, a new policy was declared 

that limited travel to that deemed essential to job 

performance, to travel required for licensing or cer-

tifi cation, or to that approved by the city or county 

manager or designee. Approximately one-tenth of 

the responding governments declared that travel 

had been eliminated for the time being, although in 

some of these governments exceptions were possible 

on a case-by-case basis. 

Training Restrictions
With the arrival of the budget crisis, training was 

merely curtailed in some local governments na-

tionally—perhaps by requiring approval on a case-

by-case basis or by permitting participation only in 

local or in-state training opportunities. In others, 

45. Doug Myers, “Facing Drop in Sales Tax Revenue, 

City Tightens Belt,” Abilene (TX) Reporter-News, Novem-

ber 23, 2009.

training was removed from the budget, at least in 

some departments.46

Among most of the North Carolina local govern-

ments examined for this report, training was re-

stricted by the same policy declarations that limited 

travel. As a result, some turned more frequently to 

electronic courses and in-house training.

Position Cutbacks
Many local governments were forced to eliminate 

jobs by the economic downturn. In some, the cuts 

were few and could be handled by eliminating vacant 

positions; in others, the job cuts were severe and 

required many layoff s.

News accounts from across the country told the 

story. In San Diego, California, 882 positions—

7.4 percent of the budgeted total—were eliminated 

between December 2005, when the current mayor 

took offi  ce, and October 2009, with about 500 more 

position cuts in 2010.47 Over an 18-month period, 

the city of Colorado Springs, Colorado, eliminated 

more than 400 positions.48 Th e mayor of Bossier 

City, Louisiana, proposed cutting more than 100 

city jobs to save $6.5 million.49 Th e city manager’s 

proposed budget for Dallas, Texas, called for 840 

layoff s.50 Th e city of Phoenix, Arizona, eliminated 

more than 1,000 positions.51 Hamilton County, 

Ohio, eliminated 673 county positions from 2008 to 

2010.52 Th e mayor’s 2010 proposed budget in Chi-

46. Laurie K. Blandford, “Budget-Strapped Port St. Lu-

cie Cuts More Civic Group Dues, Straining Relations with 

Some in Community,” Treasure Coast Palm, September 

14, 2009.

47. Helen Gao, “Most City Job Cuts: Vacant Positions,” 

San Diego Union-Tribune, November 1, 2009; Chris Nix-

on, “City Council Finalizes Budget Plan, 200 City Workers 

Will Lose Jobs,” San Diego News Network, December 14, 

2009.

48. Daniel Chacon, “About 200 City Jobs Axed,” Colo-

rado Springs Gazette, December 17, 2009.

49. Jenna Zibton, “Explosive Bossier City Council 

Meeting,” ArkLaTexhomepage.com, October 20, 2009.

50. Ken Kalthoff , “840 Lay-off s in Dallas Budget Plan,” 

NBC News Dallas-Fort Worth, August 7, 2009.

51. Scott Wong, “Phoenix City Council Considers Im-

posing Food Tax,” Th e Arizona Republic, January 7, 2009.

52. Tom McKee, “Hamilton County Government 

Could Get Extreme Makeover,” WCPO-TV (Cincinnati), 

October 28, 2009.
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cago called for cutting 220 vacant positions.53 Pierce 

County, Washington, anticipated having to cut more 

than 300 jobs in adopting its 2010 budget.54 Th e city 

of Peoria, Illinois, projected the elimination of 78 

positions, forcing 41 layoff s.55 Th e city of Rockford, 

Illinois, eliminated 57 positions, requiring 23 lay-

off s.56 Th e village of Oak Brook, Illinois, with only 

8,700 residents, was forced to lay off  28 full-time 

employee equivalents, including fi ve librarians.57 Th e 

county executive in King County, Washington, pro-

posed eliminating 360 positions in 2010, 145 of them 

by layoff s.58 Between July and September of 2009, 

Washoe County, Nevada, coaxed 150 employees into 

early retirement and laid off  100 others, with more 

budget cuts expected in 2010.59

In North Carolina, New Hanover County 

trimmed its employee ranks by 8 percent for 2009 

through frozen positions, early retirements, and 

layoff s. Several departments were consolidated into 

four new agencies, allowing the elimination of about 

10 positions. Th e consolidation of the planning 

department and inspections department led to the 

laying off  of the inspections director.60 Wilmington 

eliminated 36 positions for 2010; Winston-Salem, 

32 positions; Franklin County, 29; Durham County, 

26; Forsyth County, 25; Brunswick County, 22; and 

Asheville eliminated 20 positions. Mecklenburg 

County eliminated 246 positions for the 2010 fi scal 

year—209 were vacant at the time and 37 were elimi-

53. “Illinois: Chicago Budget,” Th e New York Times, 

October 22, 2009.

54. “Pierce County to Cut 300 Jobs in Leaner Budget,” 

Th e Seattle Times, November 12, 2009.

55. John Sharp, “Peoria Can Ax Projects to Balance 

2010 Budget,” Peoria Journal Star, November 10, 2009.

56. Jeff  Kolkey, “Impasse Likely Means 30 Rockford 

Layoff s,” Rockford Register Star, September 27, 2009. 

Reported layoff  numbers revised based on e-mail mes-

sage to Trevor Fleck from Carrie Eklund, Central Services 

manager, City of Rockford, Illinois, January 4, 2010.

57. Gerry Smith, “Oak Brook Tries to Live with Scaled-

Down Library,” Chicago Tribune, November 9, 2009.

58. Chris Grygiel, “Ruling May Cause King County 

to Give Furlough Money Back,” SeattlePI, September 30, 

2009.

59. Susan Voyles, “Washoe Offi  cials Predict More Bud-

get Cuts in 2010-2011,” Reno Gazette-Journal, September 

21, 2009.

60. Chris Mazzolini, “New Hanover County Services, 

Jobs Shuffl  ed to Save Money,” StarNews Online, October 

5, 2009.

nated through layoff s. Forest City cut more than a 

quarter of its municipal workforce in response to the 

downturn. 

Diff erent departments have taken especially large 

shares of the position losses in various local govern-

ments. Among hard-hit departments, for example, 

the health department in Durham County lost 20 

positions for 2010 and the sheriff ’s department lost 5; 

the police department in Wilmington lost 11 posi-

tions and the development services department lost 

6; the health department in Brunswick County lost 

7 positions and social services lost 6; the sanitation 

department in Winston-Salem lost 7 positions; and 

the sheriff , social services, and library in Mecklen-

burg County had 75, 56, and 31 positions de-funded, 

respectively. Th e city of High Point will eventually 

eliminate 21 positions from its sanitation division 

when it completes its transition to fully automated 

garbage and recycling collection and shifts to every-

other-week recycling collection. Th e anticipated 

savings are $5 million over 10 years.61

Many North Carolina local governments hope 

some of their position cutbacks are temporary rather 

than permanent. Th ese governments have de-funded 

some of their vacant positions, while still leaving the 

positions in place for future years rather than elimi-

nating them (e.g., Carrboro, Chapel Hill, Charlotte, 

Concord, Huntersville, Wilmington, Davie County, 

Franklin County, Mecklenburg County, others). 

Charlotte de-funded approximately 120 positions in 

2010.62

Employees Reassigned to Other Departments
Many local governments have transferred employ-

ees from one department to another, often follow-

ing retraining, in an eff ort to trim costs and avoid 

layoff s. In some cases, the transfer is prompted by 

the elimination of a program or the downsizing of 

a department and is simply the result of an eff ort 

to place a displaced worker. In other cases, these 

transfers are more akin to chess moves—for ex-

ample, a vacancy in one program prompts offi  cials to 

61. Pat Pate, assistant city manager, High Point, North 

Carolina, e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Govern-

ment, October 5, 2009.

62. Ann White, Budget Offi  ce, City of Charlotte, North 

Carolina, e-mail message to David Ammons, January 4, 

2010.
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ask themselves whether the job could be performed 

by another current employee and, if so, which of the 

two positions they could most aff ord to lose: the one 

now vacant or the one made vacant by the potential 

transfer. 

Th e city of Fort Worth, Texas, managed to avoid 

most of a projected 114 layoff s in part by rethinking 

some planned program eliminations, in part through 

retirements, and in part by shifting 38 displaced 

workers to other available jobs.63 Of these, 16 moved 

to new jobs with the same salary; fi ve moved to jobs 

with higher salaries; fi ve took pay cuts; eight moved 

to less-secure, grant-funded positions; and four 

moved to jobs potentially vulnerable to outsourcing.

In North Carolina, several local governments 

shifted employees to new assignments (Table 2), 

sometimes at lower salary—as was the case in Pine-

63. Mike Lee, “Number of Laid-Off  Fort Worth City 

Employees Is Lower than Expected,” Fort Worth Star-

Telegram, November 23, 2009.

hurst. With local development activity adversely 

aff ected by the economic downturn, many of the 

reassignments moved employees from planning, in-

spections, and other development-related operations 

where workloads had declined to jobs in depart-

ments with steady or expanding workloads.

Service Cutbacks—Hours of Service
Many cities and counties have found it impossible to 

absorb steep budget reductions without cutting back 

on services. Some have made those cuts by reducing 

hours of operation.

 Th e city of Colorado Springs, Colorado, cut back 

the hours of operation for bus service, with opera-

tion ceasing at 5:45 p.m. Monday through Friday and 

no bus service at all on weekends.64 Th e trustees of 

64. Marshall Zelinger, “City Council Barely Passes 

Budget 5-4 with Major Cuts, No Furloughs,” News 

Table 2. Sample Employee Transfers by North Carolina Local Governments to Help Balance Budget

Local Government Employee Transfers

Brunswick County From building inspections to code enforcement; from building inspections to governing board staff ; 
from central permitting to code enforcement

Caswell County Administrative assistant split between inspections and environmental health

Chatham County From environmental health to social services

Clinton From water and sewer to sanitation

Concord From customer service to waterline operations; from development services to fi nance; from 
development services to code enforcement

Davidson From town manager’s administrative assistant to police department

Davidson County From inspections to public works; from inspections to purchasing

Franklin County From health to social services

Henderson County From planning to solid waste; from information technology to wellness clinic

Hillsborough From billing and collections division to water distribution/wastewater collection division

Iredell County From inspections to facility services; from inspections to fi nance

Lee County From administration to social services; from register of deeds to social services; from recreation to 
transportation

Nash County From planning to public services/recreation

Pinehurst From inspections to building and grounds maintenance

Selma From full-time position in police department to part police and part administration

Watauga County From planning to sanitation

Winston-Salem From information systems to human resources; from internal audit to human resources



 Budget-Balancing Tactics in Local Government 13

the library system in Rockford, Illinois, pondered the 

reduction of operating hours across the system and 

the possibility of closing a branch library.65 Budget 

defi cits in Louisville, Kentucky, led to the shut-

ting down of city government for four days and the 

closing of libraries and community centers one day 

per week.66 Library hours were cut in San Diego.67 

Th e main library in Mesa, Arizona, was closed on 

Sundays.68

In North Carolina, the budget downturn forced a 

reduction of hours for a variety of operations across 

local governments, some of which are depicted in 

Table 3. In some cases, libraries that previously 

had been open on the weekend were now closed 

on Saturday or Sunday—or operating hours were 

trimmed at other times during the week. Reduced 

hours for parks and recreation aff ected, for example, 

after-school programs in Roanoke Rapids, swimming 

pools in Winston-Salem, and recreation centers in 

Apex, Roanoke Rapids, Winston-Salem, Chowan 

County, and Mecklenburg County.

Channel 13 KRDO.com, December 2, 2009.

65. Jeff  Kolkey, “Impasse Likely Means 30 Rockford 

Layoff s,” Rockford Register Star, September 27, 2009.

66. Dan Klepal, “City Occupation Taxes Lag, Forcing 

Belt Tightening,” Louisville Courier-Journal, November 

25, 2009.

67. Helen Gao, “Most City Job Cuts: Vacant Posi-

tions,” San Diego Union-Tribune, November 1, 2009; 

Chris Nixon, “City Council Finalizes Budget Plan, 200 

City Workers Will Lose Jobs,” San Diego News Network, 

December 14, 2009.

68. Conor Dougherty, “As Slump Hits Home, Cities 

Downsize Th eir Ambitions,” Th e Wall Street Journal, 

December 26, 2009.

Service Cutbacks—Other
In some cases, trimming operating hours either was 

impractical or simply not enough to close the budget 

gap. Sometimes service quality was downgraded to 

save money or operations were scaled back in other 

ways. 

In early brainstorming sessions—10 months 

ahead of the next budget—the city council of Plano, 

Texas, focused on options such as closing libraries 

on Fridays, curtailing police patrols at the schools 

or requiring a substantial contribution from the 

school district toward their costs, and the possibil-

ity of ending the subsidized transportation program 

for senior citizens.69 In similar budget workshops in 

Ann Arbor, Michigan, council members discussed 

the possibility of getting out of the garbage collec-

tion business and providing for this service through 

a franchise to a private hauler instead.70 In previous 

action, the city of Ann Arbor already had length-

ened the cycle for park mowing and eliminated hand 

trimming, and eliminated several fi refi ghter posi-

tions in what could be a step toward closing one or 

two stations.71 

Th e city of Fort Worth, Texas, planned to close 

its seven public swimming pools to save money.72 

Th e city of Aurora, Colorado, closed four of its seven 

69. Th eodore Kim, “Plano City Council Already Seek-

ing Next Year’s Budget Cuts,” Th e Dallas Morning News, 

December 8, 2009.

70. Dave Askins, “Ann Arbor City Budget: Cuts Begin 

Now,” Th e Ann Arbor (MI) Chronicle, December 15, 2009.

71. Ibid.

72. Th eodore Kim, “Cities Feel Force of Recession in 

Budgets,” Th e Dallas Morning News, September 2, 2009.

Table 3. Selected Hours-of-Service Cutbacks by North Carolina Local Governments to Help Balance Budget

Selected Operations Examples of North Carolina Local Governments Cutting Operating Hours

Administrative Services Chowan County

Animal Shelter Chowan County

Library Roanoke Rapids, Caswell County, Chowan County, Franklin County, Henderson County, Lee 
County, Mecklenburg County, New Hanover County

Mental Health Clinics Guilford County

Parks & Recreation Apex, Roanoke Rapids, Winston-Salem, Caswell County, Chowan County, Mecklenburg 
County

Senior Citizens Center Roanoke Rapids, Brunswick County, Chowan County, Lee County
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libraries.73 Budget problems in Louisville, Kentucky, 

led that city to shutter a fi rehouse in Old Louisville.74 

In Santa Barbara, California, city offi  cials faced the 

possibility of cutting youth programs operated by 

the police department, such as DARE and PAL, the 

elimination of the sobering center, and possible 

closing of the public library on Mondays.75 In San 

Diego, police equestrian patrols in Balboa Park were 

suspended; harbor patrol and canine units were 

scaled back; on-duty fi re engine companies were 

reduced through “rolling brownouts” (i.e., the closing 

of selected stations on a rotating basis); wintertime 

lifeguards were no longer provided at Torrey Pines; 

fi re pits were removed from the beaches; and main-

tenance was reduced at beaches and sports fi elds.76 

Budget problems forced the city of Colorado 

Springs, Colorado, to curtail park maintenance, to 

limit the operation of community centers to only 

three months unless private funds become available, 

and to close all public swimming pools.77 Budget 

cuts in Phoenix, Arizona, resulted in library and 

swimming pool closures, deferred park and street 

maintenance, and other service reductions.78 Th e 

county executive in King County, Washington, 

proposed eliminating funding for 39 of the county’s 

parks, as well as all funding for animal care and con-

trol.79 Th e city of Rockford, Illinois, projected slower 

snowplowing and reduced code enforcement.80 Th e 

city of Muncie, Indiana, used to spend $630,000 an-

nually on streetlighting, but it cut that appropriation 

in half and will keep normal lighting only at busy in-

73. Adam Goldstein, “Aurora City Council Bracing for 

Big Budget Misery in 2010,” Th e Aurora (CO) Sentinel, 

December 30, 2009.

74. Dan Klepal, “City Occupation Taxes Lag, Forcing 

Belt Tightening,” Louisville Courier-Journal, November 

25, 2009.

75. Eric Lindberg, “City Gets First Look at Future Bud-

get Gap,” Th e Daily Sound, September 9, 2009.

76. Chris Nixon, “City Council Finalizes Budget Plan, 

200 City Workers Will Lose Jobs,” San Diego News Net-

work, December 14, 2009.

77. Marshall Zelinger, “City Council Barely Passes 

Budget 5-4 with Major Cuts, No Furloughs,” News Chan-

nel 13 KRDO.com, December 2, 2009.

78. Scott Wong, “Phoenix City Council Considers Im-

posing Food Tax,” Th e Arizona Republic, January 7, 2009.

79. Chris Grygiel, “Ruling May Cause King County 

to Give Furlough Money Back,” SeattlePI, September 30, 

2009.

80. Jeff  Kolkey, “Impasse Likely Means 30 Rockford 

Layoff s,” Rockford Register Star, September 27, 2009.

tersections.81 Elsewhere, only every other streetlight 

will be illuminated.

In addition to cutting jobs and raising taxes, the 

city of Lebanon, Pennsylvania, curtailed some of 

its services. Th e mayor proposed to suspend street 

sweeping, for instance, from December through 

March.82 In Augusta, Georgia, the city administrator 

proposed cutting bus routes and closing the munici-

pal golf course.83 Members of the board of supervi-

sors in Fairfax County, Virginia, urged consideration 

of revised boundaries for school-bus-riding eligibil-

ity, encouraging more neighborhood children to 

walk to school and thereby reducing transportation 

expenditures for the county-funded schools.84

Th e government of Washoe County, Nevada, 

reported a wide-ranging set of service cuts: “We’ve 

either implemented or proposed closing golf courses 

and swimming pools…even changed temperature 

settings in public buildings. We’ve also got out of 

lease space and tightened up the space used by staff ; 

reduced and/or eliminated paid security in main 

county buildings; reduced our fl eet size; reduced 

library hours; eliminated travel and reduced train-

ing…; cut road and building maintenance budgets; 

[and] relied on an aggressive use of volunteers….”85 

Cuts in the budgets of the parks and libraries totaled 

53 percent over a two-year period and led the parks 

department to adopt as its motto, “Clean, Safe, and 

Open,” to refl ect its revised aspirations.86

Local governments from Fresno, California, to 

Austin, Chicago, and Somerset County, New Jersey, 

have decided to eliminate or at least downsize their 

81. “Indiana City Seeks Savings with Fewer Street-

lights,” Associated Press, November 6, 2009.

82. Ann Mercogliano, “Council Approves Lebanon 

Budget, Vows Changes,” ABC27NewsWHTM-TV (Har-

risburg, PA), November 12, 2009.

83. George Eskola, “Augusta City Budget Recommen-

dations Presented, Includes Tax Hike Proposal,” News-

Channel6WJBF, October 21, 2009.

84. Fredrick Kunkle, “Students May Face an Uphill 

Climb,” Th e Washington Post, November 18, 2009.

85. Assistant County Manager David Childs, quoted 

in “How It Plays in Peoria: Th e Impact of the Fiscal Crisis 

on Local Governments.” Washington, D.C.: International 

City/County Management Association, 2009. Accessed at 

www.icma.org.

86. “How It Plays in Peoria: Th e Impact of the Fiscal 

Crisis on Local Governments.” Washington, D.C.: Inter-

national City/County Management Association, 2009. 

Accessed at www.icma.org.
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traditional Christmas tree displays to save money.87 

Th e city of Orlando, Florida, left its 800 lamppost 

trees in storage to save $250,000 in setup and elec-

tricity costs and also decided to forego its traditional 

downtown tree; however, private donors provided 

two trees, along with transportation and setup, while 

volunteers—including members of the Orlando 

Magic basketball team—handled the decorating 

chores.88 Th e city of Vestavia Hills trimmed holiday 

costs by moving its parade to a local park rather than 

continuing to use its traditional route through the 

center of town.89 Similarly, many communities that 

normally hosted Fourth of July fi reworks displays 

scaled back or cancelled those events to save funds—

$150,000 in the case of Euclid, Ohio.90

In North Carolina, service cutbacks have aff ected 

a variety of operations—particularly janitorial ser-

vices, mowing operations, and residential solid waste 

collection among the local governments respond-

ing to the School of Government survey (Table 4). 

Among those cutting janitorial services, the typical 

reduction was to move from daily service to service 

two or three days per week. In several local gov-

ernments, the frequency of mowing was reduced. 

87. Tracie Cone, “O Christmas Tree! Where Are You?”, 

Th e (Raleigh) News & Observer, December 4, 2009, 3A.

88. Ibid.

89. Ibid.

90. P.J. Huff stutter, “Struggling Cities Cancel Fourth of 

July Fireworks,” Los Angeles Times, June 29, 2009.

Service cutbacks in residential solid waste collection 

included reduced frequency of collection from twice 

to once per week (e.g., Pinehurst) and from weekly to 

bi-weekly (e.g., Belmont), as well as reduction of the 

number of days box sites were open (e.g., Davidson 

County). Greensboro reduced library circulation 

desk and bookmobile services.

Support to Outside Groups
Many local governments traditionally have provided 

fi nancial support to various community groups, 

ranging from social service agencies to recreational 

and arts organizations and chambers of commerce. 

Th e fi nancial crisis has forced cuts—sometimes deep 

cuts—to this support in many communities.91

In most cases, cuts have come as reductions in 

direct fi nancial support from the local government 

to a given organization. In a few instances, however, 

the reduced support took a diff erent form. For 12 

years, the city of Springdale, Ohio, had used a popu-

lar “food for fi nes” program to help local churches 

stock their food pantries for needy families. From 

91. Chris Canipe, “Columbia City Council Approves 

$403 Million Budget for 2010,” Columbia Missourian, 

September 21, 2009; Debbie Bell, “City Proposes 13 Per-

cent Cut,” Canon City Daily Record, October 6, 2009; Mo 

Montgomery, “City of Exeter Cuts Chamber Funding,” 

Th e Foothills Sun-Gazette, September 2009.

Table 4. Selected Service Frequency/Quantity/Quality Cutbacks by North Carolina Local Governments to Help Balance Budget

Selected Operations Examples of North Carolina Local Governments Cutting Service Frequency/Quantity/Quality

Animal Control Salisbury, Chowan County

Janitorial Service Matthews, Wilmington, Brunswick County, Chowan County, Guilford County, Watauga 
County

Library—bookmobiles Greensboro

Mowing Carrboro, Matthews, Roanoke Rapids, Wilmington, Winston-Salem, Chowan County, Pitt 
County

Police/Sheriff Chowan County

Public Transportation Guilford County and Lee County (house-to-house service in rural areas)

Solid Waste Collection—Commercial Belmont

Solid Waste Collection—Residential Belmont, Greensboro, Pinehurst, Davidson County, Franklin County

Street Resurfacing/Pothole Filling Greensboro, Roanoke Rapids

Trash Collection Pinehurst 
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Th anksgiving until Christmas, drivers ticketed for 

minor off enses could substitute canned goods for 

their normal fi nes. With the city government badly 

needing all the revenue it could get, the program was 

cancelled in 2009.92

In North Carolina, many local governments have 

reduced fi nancial support to outside social service 

agencies and community groups. Some reductions 

have been modest, but others have been substan-

tial. For instance, funding cuts to outside social 

service groups by Dare County and Wilkes County 

were approximately 20 percent for 2010. Mecklen-

burg County reduced its fi nancial support to social 

service and other community groups by about 15 

percent. Forsyth County cut half of its support to an 

independent rescue squad. Pitt County eliminated its 

non-profi t grant funding for 2010. 

Revised Staffi  ng Protocol/Target
Staffi  ng protocols—for instance, the number of fi re-

fi ghters assigned to a fi re pumper, the use of sworn 

offi  cers rather than civilians for various jobs, or the 

ratio of swimmers per lifeguard—have governed 

staffi  ng decisions in some cities and counties. Budget 

stresses have caused some of these protocols or staff -

ing targets to be challenged in some communities.

Budget discussions at the city of Santa Barbara, 

California, focused on several possibilities in the fi re 

and police departments, including the possibility 

of reducing the normal staffi  ng of fi re trucks from 

four fi refi ghters to three and shifting away from the 

“community policing” protocols by moving commu-

nity policing offi  cers back into regular patrol.93 Th e 

city of Mesa, Arizona, stretched police resources by 

hiring lower-paid civilians to do some of the investi-

gative work previously done by sworn offi  cers.94

In North Carolina, some local governments have 

been forced to rethink some of their usual staffi  ng 

practices. Prior to the budget crisis, for example, 

Wilmington had used an “over-hire” policy to pro-

vide a cushion to cover public safety absences. Th at 

policy has been discontinued.

92. Cliff  Radel, “Springdale Cans Charity for Fines,” 

Cincinnati Enquirer, November 7, 2009.

93. Eric Lindberg, “City Gets First Look at Future Bud-

get Gap,” Th e Daily Sound, September 9, 2009.

94. Conor Dougherty, “As Slump Hits Home, Cities 

Downsize Th eir Ambitions,” Th e Wall Street Journal, 

December 26, 2009.

Four-Day Workweek
Some local governments had experimented with 

four-day workweeks—usually calling for employees 

to work four 10-hour days rather than fi ve 8-hour 

days each week—well before the economic downturn 

arrived in 2009. Experimentation has increased since 

then.

Many local governments have now adopted four-

day workweeks under a variety of diff erent plans. For 

instance, the city of Avondale, Arizona, instituted 

“Green Fridays” with the environment, cost savings, 

and customer convenience in mind.95 City hall is 

closed on Fridays, thereby reducing traffi  c, emis-

sions, and building costs. Employees work 10-hour 

days Monday through Th ursday, allowing extended 

hours on those days for the convenience of custom-

ers. Similarly, city offi  ces in Mesa, Arizona, are open 

only four days a week.96

Th e strategy in Birmingham, Alabama, is diff er-

ent. City employees (excluding sworn public safety 

personnel) work four 10-hour shifts, but days off  

are staggered to ensure coverage Monday through 

Friday.97 Yet another common tactic is to schedule 

the day off  for some employees on Monday and for 

the others on Friday, thereby providing extended 

hours of operation Monday through Friday, reduced 

commuting for the workforce, and regular three-day 

weekends to all non-public-safety employees. Cost 

savings most often are associated with the fi rst of 

these four-day-workweek plans—the plan that allows 

facilities to remain closed an extra day each week.

In North Carolina, some local governments have 

recently adopted a four-day workweek for at least 

some of their employees. For example, Asheville’s 

public works department operates with a four-day 

workweek, as does Hillsborough’s public works 

and fi re marshal, Clinton’s sanitation department, 

and Avery County’s department of social services. 

Martin County’s program is entirely voluntary and 

only employees in fi nance and social services had 

participated by 2009. Operating plans vary across 

these examples. Th e Asheville and Clinton model 

95. Mike Conduff , “Bottom Line Green: How America’s 

Cities Are Saving the Planet (and Money, too!),” Texas 

Town & City, Vol. XCVI, No. 8 (August 2009), 10-12.

96. Conor Dougherty, “As Slump Hits Home, Cities 

Downsize Th eir Ambitions,” Th e Wall Street Journal, 

December 26, 2009.

97. Mike Conduff , “Bottom Line Green: How America’s 

Cities Are Saving the Planet (and Money, too!),” Texas 

Town & City, Vol. XCVI, No. 8 (August 2009), 10-12.
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has all workers on duty for 10 hours on the same four 

workdays, with operations closed on the fi fth day. 

Th e others have staggered off  days, thereby keeping 

operations open all fi ve workdays.

Furloughs
A furlough is a forced period of time off  without pay. 

Requiring workers to take an unpaid holiday from 

work was, according to one newsmagazine, “one of 

the year’s most popular measures” for addressing the 

budget crisis.98 

Many local governments used furloughs in 2009 

and 2010 to save money and avoid or minimize 

layoff s. In some cities and counties the furloughs 

aff ected all employees; in others some workers, such 

as public safety personnel, were exempted. In some 

places, furlough times of employees were spread out 

to permit government operations to continue, often 

with employees having some fl exibility in choosing 

their time off ; in others city or county offi  ces and 

operations—with the exception of public safety and 

perhaps a few others—closed during furlough time 

and all employees were off  on the same day. 

In some local governments only a few furlough 

days were imposed; in others, several days. In Fort 

Worth, Texas, for example, the city government 

imposed eight furlough days on the entire workforce, 

producing savings equivalent to a 3 percent pay 

cut across the board.99 Dallas, Texas, planned fi ve 

furlough days, equivalent to a 2 percent pay cut.100 

At the city of Sauk Rapids, Minnesota, the budget 

called for 12-day furloughs for employees.101 In Chi-

cago, the mayor’s proposed budget for 2010 called 

for nonunion city employees to each take 24 unpaid 

furlough days.102

Most furloughs were imposed on employees by 

local government offi  cials, but in some places they 

were accepted by some employees on a voluntary 

 98. “Welcome to the Real World,” Th e Economist, Vol. 

393, no. 8661 (December 12, 2009), 31.

 99. Mike Lee, “Number of Laid-Off  Fort Worth City 

Employees Is Lower than Expected,” Fort Worth Star-

Telegram, November 23, 2009.

100. Ken Kalthoff , “840 Lay-off s in Dallas Budget Plan,” 

NBC News Dallas-Fort Worth, August 7, 2009.

101. TaLeiza Calloway, “Saving City Money Means 

Losing Elsewhere,” St. Cloud Times, September 15, 2009.

102. “Illinois: Chicago Budget,” Th e New York Times, 

October 22, 2009.

basis following a request from offi  cials. For example, 

the mayor of Berwyn, Illinois, had hoped that he 

would get 100 volunteers when he asked fellow 

elected offi  cials and employees to volunteer for two 

days of unpaid furloughs to avoid the need for more 

layoff s. Instead, he got 161 volunteers and more than 

$96,000 in savings.103

At the city of Frostburg, Maryland, workers earn-

ing less than $20,000 faced one day of furlough in 

the upcoming fi scal year; those making $20,000 to 

$35,000, two furlough days; those earning as much 

as $45,000, three furlough days; and those with sala-

ries above $45,000, four furlough days.104 

In most cases, the only favorable thing an em-

ployee might say about a furlough was that it beats a 

pink slip. In some instances, however, furloughs were 

administered in a way that actually brought long-

term benefi ts. In these cases more favorable person-

nel moves were accompanied by furloughs to off set 

costs. For example, the city council of SeaTac, Iowa, 

coupled a 2 percent pay increase for city employees 

with fi ve unpaid furlough days.105 Most employees of 

King County, Washington, received a 4.88 percent 

cost-of-living raise in 2009; but for most employees, 

much of this increase was off set by furloughs that 

reduced wages for the year by 3.8 percent (positions 

in criminal justice and transit were exempted).106 

Th e county executive proposed 10 more furlough 

days in 2010.

Some local governments adopted furlough plans 

that were administered partly through complete 

offi  ce closures and partly through staggered days off  

and some degree of individual fl exibility. Th e county 

council of Madison County, Indiana, imposed in mid-

November a four-day furlough on county employees 

paid through the general fund that had to be taken 

before the end of the calendar year.107 To ease the 

scheduling burden for offi  ce managers, the council 

103. Joseph Ruzich, “City Staff , Offi  cials OK Furlough 

Days,” Chicago Tribune, December 30, 2009.

104. Richard Kerns, “‘Pain All Around’ the Th eme of a 

Diffi  cult Day,” Frostburg News, September 8, 2009.

105. Eric Mathison, “SeaTac Budgets for City Center 

Next to Light-Rail Station,” Highline Times, November 30, 

2009.

106. Chris Grygiel, “Ruling May Cause King County 

to Give Furlough Money Back,” SeattlePI, September 30, 

2009.

107. Brandi Watters, “County Building to Close, 

Workers Furloughed,” Th e Anderson (IN) Herald Bulletin, 

November 23, 2009.
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ordered the courthouse closed on November 25 and 

December 18. Th e other two furlough days would be 

scheduled with workers on an individual basis.

Th e city of Dallas, Texas, imposed fi ve furlough 

days for the 2009-2010 fi scal year and administered 

them by shutting down most city offi  ces and services 

those days, excluding fi re, police, and garbage collec-

tion, which operated on their normal schedules.108 

Th e assigned furlough days were clustered around 

holidays to produce lengthy building closures—four 

days in most cases but fi ve days at Th anksgiving—

and maximum savings in electricity.

Several North Carolina local governments used 

furloughs to help close their budget gaps. For ex-

ample, Rockingham County imposed two furlough 

days for the year; Iredell County, four furlough days 

for non-emergency personnel; Franklin County and 

Lincoln County imposed fi ve furlough days; and 

Chowan County imposed two furlough days per 

month.109 Forsyth County encouraged employees 

to take voluntary furloughs—an appeal that yielded 

more than 1,450 voluntary furlough hours and sav-

ings of more than $25,000 in the 2009 fi scal year. 

Some Forsyth employees took only a day, but others 

volunteered for a full week of furlough.110

At the city of Roanoke Rapids, employees had two 

to fi ve furlough days in 2009, depending on their 

salaries. Workers earning less than $30,000 had two 

furlough days; those making $30,000 to $49,999, 

three furlough days; and those with salaries of 

$50,000 or more, fi ve furlough days. 

Techniques for managing the furlough days 

diff ered from one local government to another. In 

some cases, an entire operation was shut down on a 

furlough day (e.g., Iredell County). In others, fur-

lough days were staggered, either at the discretion 

of the supervisor (e.g., Roanoke Rapids, Chowan 

County, Franklin County) or with greater choice by 

employees themselves, to keep operations up and 

running. Sometimes furlough days were scheduled 

to coincide with holidays, converting a formerly paid 

holiday into an unpaid holiday (e.g., Franklin County 

108. Rudolph Bush, “Furlough Day Means Most Dallas 

City Offi  ces Will Close Starting Wednesday,” Th e Dallas 

Morning News, November 24, 2009.

109. Adam Lindsay, budget and performance manager, 

Rockingham County, North Carolina, e-mail message to 

Jack Vogt, School of Government, October 1, 2009.

110. Ronda Tatum, Forsyth County, North Carolina, 

e-mail message to Trevor Fleck, January 6, 2010.

handled furloughs for public safety personnel by 

eliminating holiday pay).

Reduction of Work Hours
Th e economic slowdown threatened workers in many 

industries with fewer than their accustomed 40 work 

hours per week and commensurate reductions in 

their paychecks. Th e remaining work and dwindling 

resources simply could not support full operations. 

Similar challenges confronted many local govern-

ments in 2009 and 2010, especially in operations 

related to the stagnant construction industry.

In some cases the option of reducing work hours 

was a “spread the pain” tactic considered as an al-

ternative to more targeted and more painful alter-

natives. Having already imposed furloughs on its 

workers and facing more revenue shortfalls, the city 

of Yuma, Arizona, was reportedly considering reduc-

tions in work hours in hopes of avoiding or minimiz-

ing layoff s.111

In North Carolina, Clayton and Iredell County 

reduced the workweek for building inspections 

employees to 32 hours. Chowan County reduced the 

workweek for county employees other than public 

safety classifi cations to 37.5 hours, aff ecting approxi-

mately 90 employees.

Salaries/Wages/Compensation
Many local governments were quick to freeze wages 

in response to the economic downturn. Even in 

unionized settings with contractual wage increases, 

local governments pressed for, and often received, 

concessions to freeze wages.112

Substantial numbers of employees in several lo-

cal governments in Michigan—the city of Livonia 

and Oakland, Macomb, and Wayne counties, for 

example—took voluntary pay cuts to help minimize 

111. “Governments in Yuma County Feeling the 

Pinch,” Yuma (AZ) Sun, December 6, 2009.

112. John Sharp, “Peoria Can Ax Projects to Balance 

2010 Budget,” Peoria Journal Star, November 10, 2009; 

Ellen Liston, deputy city manager, Coral Springs, Florida, 

e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Government, 

October 6, 2009.
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the extent of layoff s.113 Th irty-one city employees in 

Livonia volunteered for a 5 percent pay cut. 

Th e county council of Salt Lake County, Utah, 

voted to reduce by 2.75 percent the wages of the 

county’s 4,000 employees to avoid 70-plus layoff s af-

ter earlier eliminating nearly 200 positions through 

attrition.114 In Washoe County, Nevada, workers 

agreed to a 2.5 percent pay cut for most of 2009 and 

raises were eliminated for a two-year period.115 Th e 

mayor’s proposed budget in Chicago called for wage 

reductions for nonunion city employees.116

Even where rewards for excellent performance 

survived during the downturn, their form sometimes 

changed. Th e city of Rock Hill, South Carolina, 

switched in 2010 from its previous practice of award-

ing 3 percent salary increases to top-performing 

employees, off ering these employees instead their 

choice of a one-time payment equal to 1.5 percent of 

their salary or additional vacation time of equivalent 

value, producing a savings to the city of $560,000 in 

2010 and $1.1 million in 2011.117 Th e budget crisis in 

Tucson, Arizona, caused city offi  cials there to con-

sider dropping longevity pay and second-language 

pay as cost-cutting options.118

In North Carolina, many local governments froze 

wages (e.g., Asheville,119 Rockingham County,120 

Yanceyville,121 and many others). Watauga County, 

113. Christina Hall, “Metro Detroit Offi  cials Share 

Pain of Pay Cuts,” Detroit Free Press, December 7, 2009.

114. Jeremiah Stettler, “Salt Lake County to Slash 

Workers’ Salaries,” Th e Salt Lake Tribune, October 13, 

2009.

115. Susan Voyles, “Washoe Offi  cials Predict More 

Budget Cuts in 2010-2011,” Reno Gazette-Journal, Sep-

tember 21, 2009.

116. “Illinois: Chicago Budget,” Th e New York Times, 

October 22, 2009.

117. Monica Croskey, fi scal analyst, City of Rock Hill, 

South Carolina, e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of 

Government, October 26, 2009.

118. Rob O’Dell, “Squabbling Council Dodges Big Cuts; 

Police, Fire Layoff s,” Arizona Daily Star, December 16, 

2009.

119. Ben Durant, Director of Finance, City of 

Asheville, e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Govern-

ment, October 6, 2009.

120. Adam Lindsay, budget and performance manager, 

Rockingham County, North Carolina, e-mail message to 

Jack Vogt, School of Government, October 1, 2009.

121. David Parrish, town manager, Yanceyville, North 

Carolina, e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Govern-

ment, September 30, 2009.

among others, eliminated the merit pay scheduled 

for January 2009. Relatively few of the survey respon-

dents reported pay increases for 2010; many, many 

more said there would be no increases. 

Various types of special pay supplements were 

aff ected by the downturn. For example, certifi cation 

pay was suspended in several local governments (e.g., 

Hillsborough, Columbus County, Durham County, 

and Franklin County). Longevity pay was also sus-

pended in many places (e.g., Durham County, Frank-

lin County, Hertford County, and Stokes County), 

reduced in some (e.g., Dare County) and eliminated 

in others (e.g., Henderson County and Mecklenburg 

County). Th e town of Hillsborough adjusted its 

policy on longevity pay, making new hires eligible 

after fi ve years rather than immediately.122 For the 

fi rst time, Davidson County awarded no perfor-

mance bonuses to its performance-based budgeting 

departments.

Overtime
Under budget strain, many local governments focus 

in various ways on overtime practices—sometimes 

using extra overtime to cope with position vacancies 

and avoid hiring replacements; sometimes clamping 

down on the use of overtime to reduce expenditures.

In North Carolina, Asheboro has banned the use 

of overtime and Franklin County banned it for all but 

public safety personnel. Lewisville permits overtime 

only with special approval. Huntersville reduced 

overtime in parks and recreation. Charlotte restrict-

ed the manner in which overtime was assigned in the 

fi re department. Asheville, Havelock, and Cumber-

land County use compensatory time instead.

Reduced Employee Benefi ts
Th e benefi t packages of local government employees 

have been targeted by some local governments seek-

ing short-term savings as well as long-term budget-

ary relief. Vacation days, sick leave, accumulation 

and buy-back policies, health insurance, cost-sharing 

formulas, tuition reimbursement, overtime policies, 

122. Eric Peterson, town manager, Hillsborough, North 

Carolina, e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Govern-

ment, October 9, 2009.
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vehicle and parking allowances, and pensions have 

all been scrutinized in various communities.

As a budget-paring move, the city council of 

Columbia, Missouri, reduced sick-leave buybacks 

by dropping the buy-back rate from 75 percent to 

50 percent of hours accumulated and also altered 

the policy for overtime pay by no longer counting 

paid sick time, vacation, and holidays toward hours 

worked in a week.123 Th e city of Santa Barbara, 

California, suspended vacation cash outs.124 Among 

the principal options proposed by the city manager 

of Newport Beach, California, for dealing with the 

city’s $5.8 million shortfall was the possibility of in-

creasing the employee share of benefi t costs.125 After 

fi rst considering a three- to 10-day furlough for most 

city employees, the city council of Colorado Springs, 

Colorado, voted instead to deduct 24 hours of vaca-

tion from the vacation banks of all city employees, 

including fi re and police personnel.126

Retirement plans for local government workers 

tend to be defi ned-benefi t pensions, which guarantee 

retirement income at a formula-determined level 

based on length of service and fi nal salary. Even as 

more and more private sector retirement plans shift 

from defi ned-benefi t to defi ned-contribution plans, 

an estimated 84 percent of state and local govern-

ment workers still get defi ned-benefi t pensions.127 In-

creasingly, public employers have begun to consider 

a shift to defi ned-contribution plans for new hires or 

the possibility of requiring new employees to work 

more years and retire later to earn full pensions.128 

Late in 2009, New York City adopted major pension 

reform for new workers and Philadelphia’s mayor 

123. Chris Canipe, “Columbia City Council Approves 

$403 Million Budget for 2010,” Columbia Missourian, 

September 21, 2009.

124. Eric Lindberg, “City Gets First Look at Future 

Budget Gap,” Th e Daily Sound, September 9, 2009.

125. “Newport Beach to Make $5.8 Million in Cuts,” 

Th e Orange County (CA) Register, October 12, 2009.

126. Marshall Zelinger, “City Council Barely Passes 

Budget 5-4 with Major Cuts, No Furloughs,” News Chan-

nel 13 KRDO.com, December 2, 2009.

127. “Welcome to the Real World,” Th e Economist, Vol. 

393, no. 8661 (December 12, 2009), 31-32.

128. Gerald J. Miller and James H. Svara, eds., Navigat-

ing the Fiscal Crisis: Tested Strategies for Local Leaders. 

Alliance for Innovation, 2009, 11.

urged pension plan modifi cations, similarly directed 

toward new hires.129 

In North Carolina, Mecklenburg County sus-

pended vacation cash outs; Pinehurst reduced its 

sick-leave buybacks; and for new hires Wilmington 

eliminated its 25 percent payout of sick leave at 

separation. Martin County had been progressing 

toward its goal of making 5 percent contributions to 

employee 401K plans—increasing its contribution by 

1 percentage point annually—until the budget crisis 

forced it to suspend further increases. Th e crisis 

caused Dare County to reduce its 401K contribu-

tions from 5 to 1 percent; Wilmington, from 4.5 to 

2.5 percent; and Columbus County, from 2 to 1 per-

cent. Cumberland County suspended its contribu-

tions to employee 401K plans.

Cumberland County changed the vesting period 

to qualify for retiree health benefi ts from 10 years to 

20 years of employment; Hillsborough adjusted its 

vesting period from 20 to 30 years; Forsyth County 

from 5 years to 20 years of service with the county; 

and Columbus County moved its vesting qualifi ca-

tions from 20 years of service and age 55 to 30 years 

of service and age 60.

Health Benefi ts
Responses to a survey of the National League of 

Cities indicated that many cities have focused on 

employee health benefi ts as a place to trim costs. 

A quarter of the responding cities had reportedly 

reduced health benefi ts.130 

Th e kinds of revision commonly under consid-

eration include the scope of coverage, required 

deductibles, and employer-employee cost sharing. 

Some local governments also considered whether 

any revisions should apply to all employees or only to 

employees hired in the future. In some cases, such as 

revisions proposed recently by the mayor of Detroit, 

the reductions were targeted toward new hires.131 

Th e city of Duncanville, Texas, eliminated dental 

coverage for its employees, while the city of Frost-

129. “Welcome to the Real World,” Th e Economist, Vol. 

393, no. 8661 (December 12, 2009), 31-32.

130. Ibid.

131. Ibid.
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burg, Maryland, eliminated vision coverage.132 With 

the city of Peoria, Illinois, considering a range of 

cost-cutting options, Firefi ghters Local 50 voted to 

cancel annual health and wellness examinations 

for a year for all but those having current medical 

concerns or family histories of medical conditions, 

saving the city about $90,000.133 

In some local governments, such as Montgom-

ery County, Pennsylvania, commissioners debated 

whether to require employees to contribute to their 

health coverage.134 Elsewhere, the debates were over 

how much to raise the employee share. Th e city of 

Grosse Point, Michigan, for instance, was among the 

many local governments imposing higher health care 

costs on employees.135 

In North Carolina, many local governments 

reduced employee health care coverage or increased 

employee and family premiums for health insur-

ance. For example, Matthews, Caswell County, 

Dare County, Lee County, and Pitt County reduced 

general coverage. Deductibles were increased from 

$1,500 to $2,000 for individuals in Caswell County 

and from $3,500 to $10,000 per covered member in 

Matthews.136 Charlotte coupled modest premium 

hikes with $10 increases in employee co-pays (from 

$20 to $30 for general co-pays and from $30 to $40 

for specialists).137 Matthews, Caswell County, and 

Dare County reduced prescription coverage. Bel-

mont reduced dental coverage. Matthews and Dur-

ham County established self-funded HMO programs 

to control costs, while Apex, Davidson County, 

Durham County, and Forsyth County converted to 

self-insured health programs. 

132. Th eodore Kim, “Cities Feel Force of Recession in 

Budgets,” Th e Dallas Morning News, September 2, 2009; 

Richard Kerns, “‘Pain All Around’ the Th eme of a Diffi  -

cult Day,” Frostburg News, September 8, 2009.

133. John Sharp, “Peoria Can Ax Projects to Balance 

2010 Budget,” Peoria Journal Star, November 10, 2009.

134. Keith Phucas, “Castor Believes County Employees 

Could Be Spared,” Th e Valley Item (PA), December 14, 

2009.

135. Christina Hall, “Metro Detroit Offi  cials Share 

Pain of Pay Cuts,” Detroit Free Press, December 7, 2009.

136. Matthews information confi rmed by Christine 

Surratt, fi nance director, in e-mail message to Trevor 

Fleck, January 6, 2010.

137. Ann White, Budget Offi  ce, City of Charlotte, 

North Carolina, e-mail message to David Ammons, Janu-

ary 4, 2010.

Several North Carolina local governments have 

restricted or eliminated retiree health care coverage 

for future employees. For example, Pitt County will 

no longer provide coverage if only the last fi ve years 

of a retirement-eligible employee were in service 

to Pitt County—now the last 15 years must have 

been there. Charlotte, Davidson County, and Surry 

County have eliminated retiree health care for future 

employees. Lee County moved retirees past age 65 to 

a medicare supplement.

Monthly premiums paid by employees for their 

own coverage increased by about $32 in Lee County; 

$25 in Franklin County and Mecklenburg County; 

$18 in Wilmington; $14 to $28 in Surry County, 

depending on coverage; and $6 in Davidson County. 

Monthly premiums for family coverage increased by 

about $78 in Wilmington; $50 in Franklin County; 

$44 in Pitt County; and, depending on coverage, $90 

to $127 in Surry County and $11 to $34 in Davidson 

County. 

Intergovernmental Collaboration/
Coordination—Purchasing 
Declining resources following the economic 

downturn provided new impetus to explore the 

cost-saving possibilities of intergovernmental 

collaboration. One avenue for such collaboration is 

through combined purchasing of common items to 

achieve quantity discounts.

Several North Carolina local governments 

initiated or expanded purchasing cooperation with 

another government in 2009 and 2010 in an eff ort 

to increase their purchasing power and get better 

prices. For example, Matthews, Davidson, and 

Concord coordinated purchases with other munici-

palities. Pinehurst collaborated with another munici-

pality, the county, and the local school district. Th e 

major prize for Concord in its coordination eff orts 

was the purchase of fi re apparatus.
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Intergovernmental Collaboration/
Coordination—Other 
Especially during times of fi scal stress, talk of con-

solidation grows.138 Some proponents of consolida-

tion see opportunities for economies of scale and the 

elimination of “service duplication” in larger, merged 

governments. Th is argument, however, remains 

controversial, as detractors contend larger govern-

ments are not always more effi  cient and the so-called 

“duplicate” services are typically coordinated across 

governments so that duplicate services are not 

actually provided to the same group of citizens. Th e 

savings, they say, from replacing coordinated ser-

vices with service from a larger, single government 

are likely to be minimal, especially in labor-intensive 

functions typical of local government services, if sav-

ings from merger are possible at all.

Despite consolidation clamor among enthusias-

tic proponents, especially during diffi  cult fi nancial 

times, mergers occur only rarely—perhaps from a 

desire to protect local independence and community 

identity or perhaps upon discovering that anticipated 

savings often are overstated. For instance, voters in 

New Jersey’s Wantage Township recently rejected a 

merger with Sussex Borough, despite hoped-for sav-

ings, and Medford Lakes decided against a plan to 

share police with the township surrounding it.139 

More limited coordination, however, or even 

the consolidation of selected functions does occur 

from time to time. For example, the police force of 

Lakemore, Ohio, was recently absorbed into neigh-

boring Springfi eld Township’s police department to 

provide a combined force for the two entities.140

In western Michigan, pressures of the economic 

recession brought serious discussions of intergov-

ernmental cooperation and service consolidation 

to the fore. Th e cities of Grand Rapids, Wyoming, 

Walker, Kentwood, Grandville, and East Grand Rap-

ids sought ways to work together to deliver munici-

pal services like fi re, police, and public works. Th e 

Grand Rapids city manager reported that the discus-

138. Haya El Nasser, “County Consolidation Gains 

Steam Across USA,” USA Today, December 1, 2009.

139. Ibid.

140. “Cash-Strapped Police Combine Forces,” Associ-

ated Press, May 18, 2009.

sions would “shock you at the level, the magnitude of 

regional consolidation we’re looking at.”141

A task force was established in Hamilton County, 

Ohio, to explore avenues for the county and 49 

neighboring municipalities to share services.142 

Consideration was being given to the possibility of 

shared emergency dispatch operations for Cincinnati 

and Hamilton County. In Middlesex County, New 

Jersey, the county began construction in 2010 of fi ve 

communication towers to provide a wireless com-

munications network for county agencies and mu-

nicipalities, with projected overall communications 

cost savings of $500,000 annually as well as substan-

tial revenue potential from the sale of unused capac-

ity on the towers.143 Th e county planned to explore 

the possibility of regional property tax assessments 

and collection, as well as the possibility of municipal 

participation in the county’s health insurance fund.

In North Carolina, the town of Yanceyville dis-

solved its police department in the wake of the 

downturn and now contracts with the county sheriff  

for public safety services, saving the town more than 

$100,000 annually.144 Other local governments have 

similarly focused on options for greater collaboration 

as a budget-balancing tactic. Th e sheriff ’s depart-

ment in Bladen County cooperated with its counter-

part in Columbus County and the courts system to 

secure a mutually benefi cial Project Safe Neighbor-

hoods (PSN) grant. Davidson is cooperating with 

other local governments for economic development 

and recreation. Th e city of Greensboro transferred 

ownership of a park to Guilford County but contin-

ues to perform maintenance services under contract 

with the county.145 Roanoke Rapids has now turned 

to Halifax County for billing and collecting its prop-

erty taxes. Th e Winston-Salem police department 

and Forsyth County sheriff ’s offi  ce have begun to 

141. “Government Consolidation: What ‘Taxpayers 

Want,’” WZZM13.com, October 13, 2009.

142. Tom McKee, “Hamilton County Government 

Could Get Extreme Makeover,” WCPO-TV (Cincinnati), 

October 28, 2009.

143. Tom Haydon, “Middlesex County Offi  cials An-

nounce Plans for Shared Services Among Towns,” Th e 

New Jersey Star-Ledger, January 7, 2010.

144. David Parrish, town manager, Yanceyville, North 

Carolina, e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Govern-

ment, September 30, 2009.

145. Larry Davis, City of Greensboro, e-mail message 

to Trevor Fleck, January 8, 2010.
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explore the possibility of combining their property 

storage/evidence management services and perhaps 

their forensic/crime scene processing services.

Hillsborough, Chapel Hill, and Carrboro teamed 

up with the Orange Water and Sewer Authority 

in a cooperative staff  development program called 

“Orange Muni Training” to share training opportu-

nities and minimize costs. In what might be called a 

“functional consolidation,” Pitt County has agreed to 

handle planning and inspection functions for some 

of the smaller towns in the county.

Information Technology (IT) Remedies
Many local government offi  cials have turned to 

information technology for ways to improve service 

quality, eff ectiveness, and effi  ciency. It is the third 

quality—effi  ciency—that is especially appealing in 

tough economic times.

Alameda County, California, has developed an in-

tegrated data warehouse for its social services agency 

that will better inform social workers, streamline 

casework, and save an estimated $11 million a 

year by eliminating duplicated work and detecting 

fraud.146

In North Carolina, the IT department of the 

city of Asheville examined cell phone usage of city 

departments in hopes of fi nding opportunities for 

savings. By restructuring plans and eliminating 

unnecessary phones, the city saved about $60,000 

or 13 percent of its previous expenditures.147 Other 

local governments have recently established online 

payment of parking citations (e.g., Davidson and 

Greensboro), digital check/payment search program 

(e.g., Matthews and Davidson County), and online 

reverse auctions (e.g., Pinehurst, Davidson County, 

and Nash County).

Retirement Incentives
Retirements and other voluntary departures open 

three appealing cost-saving possibilities to local gov-

ernments under fi scal duress: the possibility of elim-

146. Steve Lohr, “To Do More With Less, Governments 

Go Digital,” Th e New York Times, October 11, 2009.

147. Ben Durant, director of fi nance, City of Asheville, 

e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Government, 

October 6, 2009.

inating the position formerly held by the retiree, the 

possibility of promoting another current employee 

into the retiree’s position and eliminating the newly 

vacated position, or simply the opportunity to hire a 

less experienced person at a lower salary to perform 

the retiree’s old job. In some local governments, in-

centives have been off ered to coax eligible employees 

into retirement or even early retirement. Th e wisdom 

of such incentives has sometimes been questioned, 

especially when the incentive is substantial and the 

retirement will not lead to the elimination of a posi-

tion. Still, retirements and early retirements remain 

a prominent cost-reduction tactic.

For example, the possibility of encouraging 

early retirements was among the principal options 

proposed by the city manager of Newport Beach, 

California, for dealing with the city’s $5.8 million 

shortfall.148 Th e city of Colorado Springs, Colorado, 

off ered inducements that attracted 88 retirement- 

eligible employees into retirement in 2009.149 Em-

ployees occupying a position the city could hold 

vacant for at least 12 months or could fi ll internally 

(with that position to be held unfi lled) were off ered a 

cash incentive up to $15,000, based on current salary 

and years of service, plus continued municipal con-

tributions for health insurance coverage for another 

year.150 Oneida County, New York, used a retirement 

incentive program to free up 31 of the 35 positions 

scheduled for elimination in 2010, reducing county 

employment to its lowest level in decades. Th e fact 

that incentives also were off ered to other retirees 

whose positions would be fi lled, though at lower 

initial salaries, drew criticism from outside experts 

questioning the wisdom of the incentive.151 

In North Carolina, the city of Asheville off ered a 

retirement incentive package to qualifying employ-

ees, 63 of whom (5 percent of the city workforce) 

accepted the off er. Th ese new vacancies helped the 

148. “Newport Beach to Make $5.8 Million in Cuts,” 

Th e Orange County (CA) Register, October 12, 2009.

149. Daniel Chacon, “About 200 City Jobs Axed,” Colo-

rado Springs Gazette, December 17, 2009.

150. Kara Skinner, City of Colorado Springs, Colorado, 

e-mail message to Trevor Fleck, January 6, 2010. Employ-

ees could receive an additional cash payment up to $5,525 

in lieu of extended health insurance coverage, if they 

preferred.

151. Bryon Ackerman, “County Government Staff -

ing Lowest in Decades,” Utica (NY) Observer-Dispatch, 

October 8, 2009.
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city reduce 20 positions for 2010, while laying off  

only two employees.152 A total of 77 employees took 

Guilford County’s retirement incentive during the 

2009 and 2010 fi scal years. Eligible employees retir-

ing from the county by June 30, 2009, received a pay-

ment equal to two longevity payments; those retiring 

by February 2010 received an amount equal to one 

longevity payment. Employees with long service to 

Guilford County could also qualify for accelerated 

health care contributions from the county.153

 Retirement incentive programs were also estab-

lished in Concord, Havelock, Forest City, Wilming-

ton, Winston-Salem, Forsyth County, and Franklin 

County. Of these, Concord and Havelock off ered 

incentives only when no outside replacement would 

be hired to fi ll the retiree’s position. Th e retirement 

incentive in Winston-Salem was a $20,000 bonus 

payment, designed to free up as many positions as 

possible for elimination or reassignment. More than 

30 employees accepted Forsyth County’s retirement 

incentive, also $20,000, which was off ered to em-

ployees with 30 years of service or more.

Volunteerism
Many local governments rely on the eff orts of vol-

unteers to enhance local services even in the best 

of times. In a less favorable economic climate, some 

cash-strapped cities and counties depend on volun-

teers even more—sometimes even for some of the 

most fundamental of local government services. For 

example, in September 2009 the city of Cumber-

land, Maryland, contemplated a range of options for 

paring costs from its budget, one of which was the 

possibility of moving from its paid fi re department 

to a volunteer department. Ultimately, the mayor 

and city council decided against the change but indi-

152. Ben Durant, director of fi nance, City of Asheville, 

e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Government, 

October 6, 2009.

153. Michael Halford, budget director, Guilford 

County, North Carolina, e-mail message to Trevor Fleck, 

January 11, 2010. Under the incentive, retirees having 25 

years of service credit in the retirement system and at 

least 15 years at Guilford County would be eligible for the 

county contributions normally provided to retirees hav-

ing 30 years of credit and 20 years at Guilford County.

cated their intention to trim personnel costs through 

attrition.154

Much more numerous are recent examples of 

less substantial—but still important—money-saving 

contributions made by volunteers. Bamberg County, 

South Carolina, for instance, proudly points to 

volunteer eff orts in a beautifi cation project at the 

county landfi ll.155 Several communities note that 

individual residents and groups often volunteer to 

mow the grass in public spaces as a civic gesture and 

cost-saving contribution. A couple of variations on 

this theme, however, are a bit unusual. While they 

are not exactly volunteers, a team of goats keeps the 

park grass neatly trimmed in Hempstead, New York. 

In Toledo, Ohio, the mayor mows a park himself to 

help save the city money.156

In North Carolina, several local governments 

report increased reliance on volunteers—sometimes 

in place of employees or otherwise generally help-

ing to off set employment reductions. For example, 

Matthews has expanded the use of volunteers in 

emergency medical services; Stokes County, in social 

services; Davidson County, in senior services; and 

Franklin County, in aging services. 

Work Rules/Policies
Work rules and general work practices often have 

a substantial impact on operating costs. In heavily 

unionized local governments many of these rules 

are written into contracts and dictate how work 

gets done, often limiting managerial discretion and 

sometimes driving up costs. Given their desperate 

need to reduce costs, some local offi  cials, includ-

ing the mayor of Philadelphia, have encouraged the 

adoption of more fl exible work rules.157 

Even in local governments without formal work 

rules embedded in union contracts, ineffi  cient work 

154. Tess Hill, “Fire, EMS Budget Under Scrutiny,” 

Cumberland Times-News, September 15, 2009; Fire Chief 

Bill Herbaugh, Cumberland, Maryland, e-mail message to 

Trevor Fleck, January 4, 2010.

155. Phil Sarata, “Recession Hasn’t Hurt County 

Services—Yet,” Orangeburg (SC) Times Democrat, Octo-

ber 25, 2009.

156. Roberta de Boer, “Strapped Cities Scrimp and 

Scratch,” Toledo Blade, May 31, 2009.

157. “Welcome to the Real World,” Th e Economist, Vol. 

393, no. 8661 (December 12, 2009), 31-32.
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practices may develop over time and can be diffi  cult 

to change. Unoffi  cial practices that allow gener-

ous time allowances for shutting down fi eld opera-

tions at the end of the day or that might allow a few 

employees to get by with habitually extended break 

times and less-than-diligent eff orts become espe-

cially problematic when resources are tight and staff s 

are shorthanded. Changing such practices can be an 

important tactic in managing with fewer resources.

Mayor/Chair/Council/Commission Budget
In the economic downturn of 2009, the top elected 

offi  cials of many cities and counties reduced their 

own offi  ce budgets as they cut the government’s 

overall budget. Many perceived this action to have 

substantive and symbolic importance.

Th e mayor and council members of Livonia, 

Michigan, volunteered to take 5 percent pay cuts, 

joining two dozen city employees who similarly 

volunteered for pay reductions in an eff ort to mini-

mize layoff s.158 In Frostburg, Maryland, the budget-

balancing approach called for “pain all around” 

and included the elimination of salaries and travel 

budgets for the mayor and city council.159 Any travel 

would be at the council members’ personal expense. 

Th e city council in Dallas, Texas, applied the bud-

get knife to its own offi  ce budget, trimming about 

$300,000 from the portion of the budget devoted to 

the city council itself.160 Most of the savings came by 

eliminating the printing of agendas, but reductions 

were also made in appropriations for meals, travel, 

and the printing of interoffi  ce memos. 

Th e mayor and common council of Waupaca, 

Wisconsin, cut their own pay by 3 percent in a 

largely symbolic move that saved $1,500.161 Th e six 

job cuts made by the mayor of Huntington, Indiana, 

158. Christina Hall, “Metro Detroit Offi  cials Share 

Pain of Pay Cuts,” Detroit Free Press, December 7, 2009.

159. Richard Kerns, “‘Pain All Around’ the Th eme 

of a Diffi  cult Day,” Frostburg News, September 8, 2009. 

Confi rmed by Candace Sandvick, director of fi nance, in 

telephone call with Trevor Fleck, December 31, 2009.

160. Rudolph Bush, “Dallas City Council Members 

Trim Offi  ce Budgets,” Dallas Morning News, September 

22, 2009.

161. “Waupaca City Budget Attempts to Share Pain,” 

Appleton (WI) Post-Crescent, December 13, 2009.

included a pink slip issued to his own wife, who had 

served as the mayor’s executive assistant.162

 In North Carolina, several governing bodies 

slashed their own offi  ce’s budget. Th e mayor and city 

council of Roanoke Rapids reduced their own pay 

by 10 percent, as did the board of commissioners 

of Chowan County. Th e city council of Forest City 

reduced its compensation by 12 percent. Th e com-

missioners of Columbus County reduced their own 

pay by $1,500 apiece. Th e mayor and city council in 

Charlotte cut their own travel budget by $25,000.163

Modifi cation of the Budget Process
Facing substantial budgetary challenges, some local 

governments invited new participants into the bud-

get process, adopted tactics to generate new ideas, 

or even changed the approach to budgeting in their 

community.

Resisting the tendency to impose across-the-

board cuts during times of fi scal stress, the city of 

Savannah, Georgia, chose instead to adopt a new ap-

proach to budgeting with three prominent features: 

fi rst, city council established priorities (e.g., public 

safety, neighborhood vitality, health and environ-

ment, and others); second, the “price” citizens would 

pay for municipal services as determined by the 

council; and third, encouragement to departments 

to design services that would address the priorities at 

good prices. Th e city departments became “sellers” 

of services. Th eir services were ranked and priorities 

were funded until available resources were exhaust-

ed, allowing the city to meet its $15 million budget 

reduction target without an across-the-board cut 

that hurts high-priority as much as lower-priority 

programs.164

Th e city of Evanston, Illinois, invited citizens 

to take a bigger role in budget-balancing delibera-

tions, fi rst asking 40 citizens to participate in a set of 

brainstorming workshops and then inviting all resi-

dents to vote by internet on a range of proposed cuts 

162. “Job Cuts Ordered in Huntington to Address City 

Budget Shortfall,” WPTA-TV, November 3, 2009.

163. Ann White, Budget Offi  ce, City of Charlotte, 

North Carolina, e-mail message to David Ammons, Janu-

ary 4, 2010.

164. Chris Morrill, assistant city manager, City of Sa-

vannah, Georgia, e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of 

Government, October 9, 2009.
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and revenue-generating ideas. Top vote getters in-

cluded proposals to rent offi  ce space in the civic cen-

ter, cut staff  and hours, and close two branch librar-

ies.165 In Naperville, Illinois, residents responding to 

a poll by the Naperville Area Homeowners Confed-

eration voted the installation of more red light cam-

eras as the most popular revenue-generating option 

for dealing with that city’s budget problems.166 

In North Carolina, the town of Hillsborough 

asked employees to submit ideas for saving money 

or improving operations and netted more than 130 

suggestions, several of which were adopted. Among 

the other local governments establishing rewards 

programs for employees off ering cost-saving or 

revenue-generating ideas were Matthews, Th omas-

ville, Bladen County, and Franklin County. 

Some local governments, including Greensboro, 

Mooresville, Winston-Salem, and Mecklenburg 

County, sought public input for budget-cutting 

and revenue-generating strategies. Winston-Salem 

engaged its Citizens’ Budget Advisory Council, ap-

pointed by the city council, in this pursuit.

Several local governments—for example, Clayton, 

Lewisville, Pinehurst, and Stokes County—altered 

the normal budgeting process by using a more 

outcome-oriented approach to budget decision 

making.

Miscellaneous Budget-Balancing Tactics
A variety of other budget-balancing tactics have been 

reported by local governments across the country. 

Some are specifi c ideas to reduce expenditures, large 

or small, perhaps just to get by for the year. 

In the category of “just getting by for the year,” 

some local governments split payments for pur-

chases across fi scal years to minimize a current year 

expense. Th e city of Black River Falls, Wisconsin, for 

instance, paid for its new police car over two years 

rather than all at once.167 Firefi ghters in Naperville, 

Illinois, were asked to cut the grass at the fi re sta-

165. Georgia Garvey, “Evanston Goes Web Route for 

Budget Help,” Chicago Tribune, December 30, 2009.

166. Gerry Smith and Dennis Sullivan, “Suburbs Look 

Everywhere for Savings,” Chicago Tribune, December 16, 

2009.

167. Cassandra Colson, “City Able to Make Up Budget 

Shortfall,” Jackson County (WI) Chronicle, October 28, 

2009.

tions and to get by with their old uniforms a little 

longer.168 Tinley Park, Illinois, cut back on parkway 

tree replacement and mosquito abatement, and 

trimmed its postage and paper budget by relying 

more on e-mail.169 

Some local governments have moved to elimi-

nate the usually token compensation provided to 

members of the planning commission and various 

advisory boards.170 In Milford, Michigan, members 

of the planning commission and zoning board will 

no longer receive their customary $25-per-meeting 

stipend.171 

In North Carolina, Hillsborough established a 

program to encourage departments to fi nd savings 

throughout 2010 and end the year under budget. Any 

departments that did so would be rewarded by car-

rying 50 percent of the savings into the next year for 

fl exible use during 2011.172 

Dare County delayed vehicle fi nancing so one 

quarterly payment would be made in the current fi s-

cal year rather than two. Clayton also delayed some 

payments.

Roanoke Rapids and Chowan County used in-

mate labor to supplement the work of government 

employees. Chowan County increased its use of 

inmates to help off set budget reductions in mainte-

nance, recreation, and animal shelter operations.

Concord, Havelock, Matthews, Franklin County, 

Mecklenburg County, and Stokes County were 

among the local governments that hired collection 

agencies to pursue outstanding debt. Several local 

governments—including Greensboro, Havelock, 

Wilmington, Brunswick County, Chatham County, 

Dare County, Durham County, Mecklenburg Coun-

ty, Stokes County, and Watauga County—reduced 

payments to their own equipment replacement 

funds.

168. Gerry Smith and Dennis Sullivan, “Suburbs Look 

Everywhere for Savings,” Chicago Tribune, December 16, 

2009.

169. Ibid.

170. Eric Schelkopf, “Batavia Plan Commissioners 

May Be Stripped of Compensation,” Th e (Tri-Cities and 

Kaneland, IL) Chronicle, October 2009.

171. Christina Hall, “Metro Detroit Offi  cials Share 

Pain of Pay Cuts,” Detroit Free Press, December 7, 2009.

172. Eric Peterson, town manager, Hillsborough, North 

Carolina, e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Govern-

ment, October 9, 2009.
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ing fee-supported services, reducing fee subsidies, 

enacting new taxes, and adopting new practices to 

increase the receipt of existing taxes and fees. Still 

other revenue-enhancing tactics include improved 

cash management practices and investment strate-

gies, sale of local government assets, leasing of assets 

to outside parties, securing new grants, and acquir-

ing additional receipts from utilities.

Fee levels

Property tax rate

Number of fees

Level of impact fees

Other tax rate

Tax base

Sales tax rate
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45%
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Many cities and counties took steps to increase 

revenues to blunt the economic downturn’s eff ects 

on local government services. Respondents to the 

National League of Cities (NLC) 2009 City Fiscal 

Conditions Survey indicated that boosting fees was 

a common move among municipalities (45 percent 

hiking fee levels and 27 percent increasing the num-

ber of fees), with most cities resisting any urge to 

boost tax rates (Figure 2). Still, 25 percent of the re-

spondents reported property tax hikes and 5 percent 

increased the sales tax rate.173 

A 2009 survey of North Carolina cities and towns, 

conducted by the North Carolina League of Muni-

cipalities (NCLM), asked municipal offi  cials about 

their governments’ budget-balancing tactics broadly. 

Th e survey excluded county governments. Th e most 

common steps taken to increase dollars available 

for appropriation were the boosting of current fees, 

drawing more dollars from the fund balance, and 

establishing new fees for service (Table 5).

Several tactics in addition to those reported most 

prominently in the NLC and NCLM surveys may be 

found among the revenue-enhancement options of 

local governments. Other tactics include expand-

173. Christopher W. Hoene and Michael A. Pagano, 

“City Fiscal Conditions in 2009,” Research Brief on 

America’s Cities, Issue 2009-2. National League of Cities, 

September 2009, 6.

Source: Christopher W. Hoene and Michael A. Pagano, 

“City Fiscal Conditions in 2009,” Research Brief on 

America’s Cities, Issue 2009-2. National League of Cities, 

September 2009, p. 6. Used by permission.

Figure 2. Revenue-Enhancing Tactics among 

Cities across The Nation: 2009

Revenue-Enhancing Moves
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Tax Increase
Most local governments would prefer to avoid tax 

increases, especially in a down economy. Inevitably, 

however, many are forced to consider such in-

creases, often in combination with spending reduc-

tions. Among the increases and reported targets for 

increases in 2009, 2010, and succeeding years were 

sales taxes, property taxes, gasoline taxes (locally 

imposed in some states), utility taxes, and local in-

come taxes.174

Some respondents to the School of Government 

survey of North Carolina local governments report-

ed increases in the property tax rate for the 2010 fi s-

174. Don Grigas, “Boosting Business a Priority with 

Falling Revenues,” Darien (IL) Suburban Life, November 

19, 2009; Brian Freskos, “County Will Maintain Ser-

vices Despite Economy,” Lumina News, November 16, 

2009; Ann Mercogliano, “Council Approves Lebanon 

Budget, Vows Changes,” ABC27NewsWHTM-TV (Har-

risburg, PA), November 12, 2009; Tracy Yoshida Gruen, 

“Higher Taxes in Glenview’s Future,” Chicago Tribune, 

November 13, 2009; Mark Spivey, “Plainfi eld Taxes May 

Rise 10 Percent; Offi  cials Mull Layoff s to Close Gap,” 

MyCentralJersey.com, November 10, 2009; Kristen Daum, 

“West Fargo Commission OKs 2010 Budget,” Forum of 

Fargo-Moorhead, September 22, 2009; Hannan Adely, 

“New Rochelle Budget Proposal Calls for 8.9 Percent 

Tax Hike,” LoHud.com, November 11, 2009; Gerald 

McKinstry, “Westchester Lawmakers Pass $1.8 Billion 

Budget Th at Raises Taxes 2.9 Percent,” Westchester (NY) 

Journal News, December 14, 2009; George Eskola, “Augus-

ta City Budget Recommendations Presented, Includes Tax 

Hike Proposal,” NewsChannel6WJBF, October 21, 2009; 

Johnny Edwards, “Russell Recommends Adding Extra 

Penny to Sales Tax to Help City Budget Woes,” Augusta 

(Georgia) Chronicle, November 5, 2009.

cal year. For instance, Franklin County and Chowan 

County reported increases of 5 cents and 3.5 cents 

per $100 of assessed value, respectively. Most re-

spondents, however, reported no property tax rate 

increase. Wilmington reported an increase in the 

rate of its privilege license tax and Davidson County 

raised tax rates in two fi re districts.

New Tax 
Some cash-strapped local governments found 

themselves grasping for entirely new sources of tax 

revenue. Although some college towns previously 

had considered but abandoned the pursuit of a tu-

ition tax on college students, the cash-strapped city 

of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, facing a $600 million 

pension-fund shortfall, pressed forward in 2009 until 

the last minute in its quest for a 1 percent tuition 

tax on college students—almost bringing the issue 

to a vote before reaching agreement with Carnegie 

Mellon University, the University of Pittsburgh, and 

nonprofi t healthcare provider Highmark to boost 

their in-lieu-of-tax contributions to the city.175 Th e 

city had faced strong opposition from students. A 

spokesperson noted that the city had only two years 

175. Ramit Plushnick-Masti, “Hundreds of Pittsburgh 

Students Fight Proposed Tax,” Associated Press, Decem-

ber 2009; Kris Maher, “Pittsburgh Pushes Tax on College 

Students,” Th e Wall Street Journal, December 1, 2009; 

“Ravenstahl Drops 1 Percent Tuition Tax,” Pittsburgh 

Business Times, December 21, 2009; “Pittsburgh Tuition 

Tax Averted,” U.S. News & World Report, December 22, 

2009.

Table 5. Common Revenue-Increasing Tactics among North Carolina Cities: 2009

 Percentage of Respondents

Increase current fees for services 43.5%

Increase the appropriation from fund balance 31.3%

Establish new fees for services (previously uncharged) 17.0%

Impose/raise development impact fees 7.3%

Raise tax rate 3.4%a

N = 453 cities
aUnlike the other percentages in this table, which are based on the 453 survey respondents, this percentage refl ects tax 

increase activity among all 551 incorporated cities and towns in North Carolina.

Source: North Carolina League of Municipalities survey of member cities, 2009. Used with permission.



 Budget-Balancing Tactics in Local Government 29

earlier imposed a 7 percent poured-drink tax that 

fell heavily on the same student population. Th e bill 

for a 1 percent tuition tax would have varied from 

one college to another depending on the price of 

tuition, with the tax ranging from about $20 per year 

for students at the Community College of Allegheny 

County to more than $400 for those at Carnegie 

Mellon.176 A court challenge had been anticipated if 

the measure had gone to a vote and passed.

In budget workshops in Ann Arbor, Michigan, 

council members discussed the possibility of elimi-

nating the existing rollback of property tax rates or 

establishing a city income tax.177 Th ey also consid-

ered the possibility of establishing a street lighting 

special assessment district whereby property owners 

across the city would pay an additional tax to fund 

streetlights.178 Th e city council in Phoenix, Arizona, 

considered eliminating the sales tax exemption on 

food items purchased at grocery stores and other re-

tailers.179 Only about 20 Arizona cities exempt food 

purchases from sales taxes.

In Wyoming, talk turned to the possibility of 

establishing a new tax on wind energy development, 

amounting to approximately a 5 percent tax on 

generation with 10 percent of the proceeds going to 

counties, if adopted.180 Th e city council of Tucson, 

Arizona, discussed but ultimately rejected the possi-

bility of enacting a 2 percent rental tax on landlords 

having three or more rental units—a tax found in a 

few neighboring municipalities.181

176. Ian Urbina, “Pittsburgh Sets Vote on Adding Tax 

on Tuition,” Th e New York Times, December 16, 2009.

177. Dave Askins, “Ann Arbor City Budget: Cuts Begin 

Now,” Th e Ann Arbor (MI) Chronicle, December 15, 2009.

178. Ibid.

179. Scott Wong, “Phoenix City Council Considers Im-

posing Food Tax,” Th e Arizona Republic, January 7, 2009.

180. Matt Joyce, “Talk of Wyoming Wind Tax Whips 

Up Debate,” Associated Press, November 16, 2009.

181. Rob O’Dell, “Squabbling Council Dodges Big Cuts; 

Police, Fire Layoff s,” Arizona Daily Star, December 16, 

2009; Joe Pangburn, “Tucson City Council Rejects Cuts 

to Police, Fire and Nixes Renters Tax Proposal,” Inside 

Tucson Business, January 5, 2010; Alice Ong, Budget and 

Internal Audit, City of Tucson, Arizona, telephone con-

versation with Trevor Fleck, January 4, 2010.

Fee Increases and Expanded Fee Services
According to the 2009 NLC survey, raising fees for 

services was the step most commonly taken by cities 

to boost revenues, with 45 percent of respondents 

reporting such a move by their city.182 More than one 

in fi ve added new fees.

News reports from across the nation provide a 

snapshot of the action to increase fees. Th e city of 

Colorado Springs, Colorado, for instance, increased 

parks department fees across the board, includ-

ing a jump from $248 to $279 for winter softball 

and from $1,960 to $2,920 for 12-hour rental of the 

city auditorium for commercial use.183 Th e city of 

Phoenix, Arizona, raised fees on more than a dozen 

items, including a jump from 60 cents to $1.50 per 

hour on parking meters, from $60 to $75 for a season 

swim pass for a family of four, from $12.50 to $28 

for a permit to bring alcohol into a city park, and 

from $30 to $270 for a child to participate in the 

city’s after-school program.184 Th e mayor of India-

napolis, Indiana, proposed quadrupling taxi fees 

from $100 to $471 per cab, among a host of other 

fee increases.185 Others raised fees for refuse, re-

cycling, water and wastewater services, electricity, 

parking deck charges, animal adoptions, bus fares, 

golf, and more.186 In Palo Alto, California, the city 

raised an additional $400,000 from new fees and fee 

increases.187

182. Christopher W. Hoene and Michael A. Pagano, 

“City Fiscal Conditions in 2009,” Research Brief on 

America’s Cities, Issue 2009-2. National League of Cities, 

September 2009, 6.

183. Marshall Zelinger, “City Council Barely Passes 

Budget 5-4 with Major Cuts, No Furloughs,” News Chan-

nel 13 KRDO.com, December 2, 2009.

184. John Paul Mitchell, “Cash-Strapped Valley Cities 

Hike Fees, Taxes,” Freedom Arizona, March 31, 2009.

185. Jeff  Swiatek, “Indianapolis Wants to Boost Fees,” 

Louisville Courier-Journal, December 27, 2009.

186. Steve Sharp, “Jeff erson Confronting Pressing 

Need for Capital Expenditures,” Watertown (WI) Daily 

Times, November 18, 2009; John Sharp, “Peoria Can Ax 

Projects to Balance 2010 Budget,” Peoria Journal Star, 

November 10, 2009; George Eskola, “Augusta City Budget 

Recommendations Presented, Includes Tax Hike Pro-

posal,” NewsChannel6WJBF, October 21, 2009; Mollee 

Francisco, “City Adapts to Down Economy,” Chaska (MN) 

Herald, December 17, 2009.

187. Roberta de Boer, “Strapped Cities Scrimp and 

Scratch,” Toledo Blade, May 31, 2009.
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Some local governments sought to expand 

revenue-generating services. For instance, county 

governments, including several in Kentucky, ex-

plored opportunities to house more state and fed-

eral prisoners in county jails—at lower daily rates 

than the corresponding costs in state and federal 

prisons—as a revenue stream.188

Like their counterparts across the nation, many 

North Carolina local governments turned to fee in-

creases as part of their overall strategy for balancing 

the budget. A sample of the types of fees adjusted is 

found in Table 6.

188. Ronnie Ellis, “Jails an Issue for Local Government 

Committee,” Richmond (KY) Register, October 29, 2009.

Among the jurisdictions raising public health 

fees, Davidson County, Guilford County, and Stokes 

County raised environmental health inspection per-

mit fees; Guilford County also increased dental and 

orthodontic fees; and Columbus County and Yadkin 

County raised clinic fees. Greensboro increased bus 

fees and Guilford County raised the fee for human 

services transportation. Bladen County and Colum-

bus County increased animal fees—Bladen County 

hiking spay/neuter fees and both raising adoption 

fees.

Among those boosting recreation and leisure 

activity fees, Roanoke Rapids and Lee County raised 

sports fees in general; Clayton and Dare County 

raised adult athletics fees; Clayton and Clinton 

Table 6. Selected Fees Increased by North Carolina Local Governments to Help Balance Budget

Selected General Fund Fees Examples of North Carolina Local Governments Raising This Fee

Animal fees Bladen County, Columbus County

Assessment, zoning, or plan review fees Belmont, Havelock, Lewisville, Roanoke Rapids, Brunswick County, 
Guilford County

Building and development fees Belmont, Carrboro, Lewisville

Building inspection fees Belmont, Carrboro, Th omasville, Bladen County, Brunswick County, 
Guilford County, Yadkin County

Business license fees Wilmington

Emergency medical service fees/
ambulance transport fees

Brunswick County, Dare County, Guilford County, Pitt County

Fire inspection fees Salisbury, Wilmington

GIS/map fees Hillsborough

Historic District Guidelines document fee Hillsborough

Landfi ll tipping fees Bladen County, Columbus County, Iredell County, Nash County, Pitt County

Library fees Brunswick County

Parking fees Wilmington

Parking fi nes Belmont

Public event/festival admissions fees Asheville

Public health fees Brunswick County, Columbus County, Davidson County, Guilford County, 
Stokes County, Yadkin County

Public transit fees Greensboro, Guilford County

Recreation/leisure activities fees Asheville, Clayton, Clinton, Davidson, Huntersville, Roanoke Rapids, 
Wilmington, Brunswick County, Chowan County, Columbus County, 
Dare County, Lee County, Yadkin County

Refuse collection fees Apex, Clayton, Clinton, Havelock, Wilmington, Chowan County

Recycling fees Apex, Asheville, Clayton

Sign permit fees Hillsborough
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raised youth athletics fees; Columbus County raised 

court and fi eld reservation fees; Roanoke Rapids, 

Colum bus County, and Lee County raised gym rent-

al fees; Asheville, Roanoke Rapids, Lee County, and 

Yadkin County raised pool fees; and Asheville raised 

golf course, after-school and summer program, and 

nature center fees. Clayton also raised out-of-town-

participant fees. 

New Fees
Pressed by the need to recover costs and raise 

revenues, many cities and counties have established 

new fees for a variety of services. Some have imposed 

“accident response fees” to off set the cost of cleaning 

up crash scenes by collecting from at-fault drivers. 

Washington, D.C., considered the possibility of add-

ing a “streetlight user fee” to utility bills.189 Th e San 

Francisco Board of Supervisors adopted a 20-cents-

per-pack cigarette fee that opponents complain is 

really a tax but called a fee simply to avoid the need 

for voter approval.190 Th e mayor contended the fee 

was needed to recover costs of cleaning up cigarette 

butts.

Th e city of Providence, Rhode Island—like Pitts-

burgh—had considered a tuition tax on students 

at local universities before deciding instead in the 

spring of 2009 to implement student fees of $150 per 

semester on each student.191 In Palo Alto, Califor-

nia, the use of the exhibit hall at the Junior Museum 

and Zoo was free in 2009 but will cost $300 in 2010. 

Similarly, in 2010 a newly instituted permit for solar 

hot-water systems will cost $200.192 Th e city of Mesa, 

Arizona, now charges the local Little League $15 

an hour for the use of lights on the ballfi elds.193 Th e 

county executive of Dutchess County, New York, 

proposed that municipalities be charged for sher-

189. Rob Quinn, “Cash-Strapped Cities Get Creative 

with Fees,” Newser, April 11, 2009.

190. Conor Dougherty, “States and Towns Lean on 

Taxpayers,” Th e Wall Street Journal, September 26, 2009.

191. “Pittsburgh Tuition Tax Averted,” U.S. News & 

World Report, December 22, 2009.

192. Roberta de Boer, “Strapped Cities Scrimp and 

Scratch,” Toledo Blade, May 31, 2009.

193. Conor Dougherty, “As Slump Hits Home, Cit-

ies Downsize Th eir Ambitions,” Th e Wall Street Journal, 

December 26, 2009.

iff ’s road patrols and school districts be charged for 

school resource offi  cers.194

In North Carolina, some local governments 

established new fees. For instance, Carrboro now 

charges for use of the town’s golf disc course fi eld; 

Hillsborough now charges a credit/debit card conve-

nience fee, a cemetery lot transfer fee, a residential 

sprinkler system permit fee, and a bulk pick-up fee; 

and Chowan County now charges an administrative 

fee at the senior center and a utility cost-share fee for 

nonprofi ts occupying county-owned buildings.

Reduction of Fee Subsidies
Over the years many local governments have ex-

empted some persons or groups from fees or have 

otherwise subsidized various fees by charging less 

than the standard amount to selected persons or 

groups. In the face of its budget crisis, the city of 

Wilmington eliminated fee subsidies. 

Tactics to Increase Receipt of 
Existing Taxes/Fees
In the face of dwindling revenues, many local gov-

ernments stepped up their audits of local businesses 

in hopes of fi nding additional back taxes owed to 

them.195 Th e city of Middletown, Ohio, more than 

doubled the number of charges fi led in court for 

failure to fi le or pay the city’s income tax. Th e city 

had spent $55,000 in pursuing delinquent cases 

part way through the fi scal year and had collected 

$212,000.196 Some local governments became more 

aggressive in the issuance of parking tickets.197 More 

parking meters—sometimes called a “curb tax”—

along with the assignment of more citation offi  cers, 

the raising of penalties for violations, and even the 

194. Jenny Lee-Adrian, “County Budget Seeks Change, 

Skimps on Details,” Poughkeepsie (NY) Journal, Novem-

ber 3, 2009.

195. Conor Dougherty, “States and Towns Lean on 

Taxpayers,” Th e Wall Street Journal, September 26, 2009.

196. Ryan Gauthier, “City Nets Tardy Taxes--$215,000 

So Far Th is Year,” Middletown (OH) Journal, December 4, 

2009.

197. Jo Craven McGinty and Ralph Blumenthal, “Add-

ing to the City’s Coff ers, One Ticket at a Time,” Th e New 

York Times, November 28, 2008.
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privatization of parking systems and enforcement 

were steps undertaken in some communities in an 

eff ort not only to more eff ectively manage limited 

parking spaces but also to raise needed revenues.198 

Deals with private companies for enforcement in 

Chicago and Atlanta promised major increases 

in revenues; in Washington, D.C., street sweepers 

equipped with cameras to record violations were 

projected to generate $2 million in fi nes annually; in 

New Orleans, Baltimore, and Montgomery County, 

Maryland, a high-tech system allowed violators to 

remove boot devices from their car with a cell phone, 

but only if they paid the fi ne fi rst; and the city of Sac-

ramento, California, added an $8 fee to every park-

ing ticket in an eff ort to address its budget gap.199 

In North Carolina, local governments such as 

Greensboro, Wilmington, Davidson County, and 

Nash County made online fee payment available to 

customers in an eff ort to streamline processes and 

perhaps increase fee receipts. Facing the budget 

crisis without a fund balance cushion and fearing a 

serious cash-fl ow problem, Chowan County off ered 

an early-payment discount on property taxes—a 2 

percent discount if taxes were paid by July 31 and a 1 

percent discount if paid by August 31. 

Some local governments (e.g., Wilmington) with-

hold services when fees are unpaid or overdue.

Cash Management Practices/
Investment Strategies
Some local governments have refi nanced outstand-

ing notes and bonds to reduce payment amounts.200 

Th e city of Black River Falls, Wisconsin, for example, 

restructured debt and locked in a more favorable 

interest rate.201

In North Carolina, several local governments 

adjusted their investment strategies in an ef-

fort to strengthen their position or achieve more 

198. Bob Sullivan, “Cash-Strapped Cities Pile on the 

Parking Fines,” Th e Red Tape Chronicles—MSNBC, Sep-

tember 14, 2009.

199. Ibid.

200. Cassandra Colson, “City Plans Cuts in Attempt 

to Stay Within Levy Limit,” Th e Jackson County (WI) 

Chronicle, October 14, 2009.

201. Cassandra Colson, “City Able to Make Up Budget 

Shortfall,” Jackson County (WI) Chronicle, October 28, 

2009.

favorable results. Some—such as Asheboro and 

Belmont—purchased certifi cates of deposit or CDs 

with longer-terms for better rates of interest, while 

others—such as Lewisville and Surry County—

avoided long-term CDs and attempted to shorten 

their portfolios. Salisbury found an advantage in 

dealing with local institutions for more favorable 

investment rates.

Asset Sales
In North Carolina, Chowan County turned to the 

sale of assets—land and some buildings—to help it 

cope with the budget crisis.

Leasing of Government Assets 
to Outside Parties
In recent years the city of Chicago received huge 

upfront payments for privatizing its parking meters 

and the Chicago Skyway toll road, gaining more 

than $2 billion from private companies for the right 

to parking and toll revenues over the next several 

decades.202 To cope with the current budget crisis of 

2009 and 2010, the mayor sought more such op-

portunities and has hired consultants to help him 

fi nd them. Although he was reluctant to tell report-

ers what options he was considering, speculation 

included the possibility of resuming stalled talks 

regarding the privatizing of Midway International 

Airport and the possibility of privatizing the city’s 

water system.203 

In North Carolina, the town of Yanceyville is con-

solidating the location of municipal offi  ces into one 

remodeled building and subsequently will lease out 

a smaller facility being vacated.204 Concord will lease 

a parking lot. Franklin County will lease building 

space and Caswell County has begun charging for a 

building previously provided to its occupants at no 

charge.

202. Dan Mihalopoulos and Hal Dardick, “Chicago 

Budget: Mayor Richard Daley Steers Clear of More Lay-

off s, Tax Increases,” Th e Chicago Tribune, October 22, 

2009.

203. Ibid.

204. David Parrish, town manager, Yanceyville, North 

Carolina, e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Govern-

ment, September 30, 2009.
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New State/Federal Grants
Th e American Recovery and Reinvestment Act was 

an important source of revenue for some struggling 

local governments. “Th e stimulus is making a diff er-

ence in city government,” said Mayor Tom Barrett 

of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, where $26.3 million in 

Recovery Act funds have been directed to street and 

bridge work, another $17.7 million to job training 

programs and the hiring of 50 new police offi  cers, 

and hopes remain high for more stimulus funds still 

to come.205 Mayor Barrett said the recently adopted 

budget “was by far my toughest, and these funds 

helped us to fi ll budget gaps and thwart severe cuts 

in city services.” He called the funds for public works 

projects and police offi  cers “especially timely.”

Other local governments continue to rely on—or 

hope for—Community Development Block Grants 

and other grants from state and federal sources.206

Many North Carolina local governments reported 

new grants for the 2010 fi scal year. Receipt of Ameri-

can Recovery and Reinvestment Act grants was espe-

cially prominent in the set of newly received funds, 

but others included funds from Community Devel-

opment Block Grants, COPS Hiring grants, Staffi  ng 

for Adequate Fire and Emergency Response (SAFER) 

grants, Governor’s Highway Safety Program (GHSP) 

grants, North Carolina Parks and Recreation Trust 

Fund (PARTF) grants, Safe Route to Schools grants, 

Project Safe Neighborhoods grants, Justice Assis-

tance Grants (JAG), and Crime Commission grants. 

Several recipients reported that grant receipts were 

being used for ongoing operating expenses—notably, 

salaries for 50 new police offi  cers in Charlotte fund-

ed through the Recovery Act—meaning that these 

communities will face new budgetary challenges 

when the grant funds expire.

Receipts from Utilities
In many local governments enterprise funds (e.g., 

water and sewer, electric) are healthy, but the tax-

supported general fund is practically broke. An 

important budget-balancing tactic in these govern-

205. Larry Sandler, “Milwaukee Faring Well in Bid for 

Stimulus Funds,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, November 

23, 2009.

206. Steve Sharp, “Jeff erson Confronting Pressing 

Need for Capital Expenditures,” Watertown (WI) Daily 

Times, November 18, 2009.

ments is the pursuit of legitimate ways to move dol-

lars from healthy enterprises to the general fund—

often via fees for general fund facilities and services 

to the enterprises.

To cope with its budget shortfall, the city of Spo-

kane, Washington, established a tax on previously 

untaxed utility fees that pay for utility construction 

projects. Th is tax, which is passed along to utility 

customers through higher water and sewer rates, 

eff ectively transfers almost $5 million a year to the 

general fund.207

Th e city of Asheville provides another example. 

Th e city borrowed $2 million to implement an 

enterprise resource planning system (ERP) in the 

2008–2009 fi scal year. Th e general fund impact of 

$450,000 in annual debt service was reduced by the 

development of a methodology that allocates a por-

tion of the debt service to the city’s enterprise funds 

based on ERP system usage.208

Drawing on Reserve Funds
Th e use of reserve funds is controversial. Part of 

the controversy centers on the impact that the use 

of such funds might have on bond ratings, if rating 

agencies regard it to be an unwise or even desper-

ate act, potentially raising the cost of future bor-

rowing.209 Another part rests on the knowledge that 

the use of reserves to cover operating costs does not 

fi x the underlying problem of revenue-expenditure 

imbalance; it perhaps only delays, and might even 

worsen, the eventual day of reckoning. Yet another 

part of the controversy lies in the fear that condi-

tions might deteriorate further in years just ahead 

and reserves might be needed even more. Still, these 

reserves often are labeled “rainy day funds” and 

increasingly public offi  cials are declaring it is raining 

and time to use a portion of the reserves.

Some local governments—the city of SeaTac, 

Iowa, for instance—have dipped into reserve funds 

to avoid or minimize layoff s and service cuts. Prior 

207. Jonathan Brunt, “Spokane City Council OKs 2010 

Budget,” Th e Spokane Review, December 27, 2009.

208. Ben Durant, director of fi nance, City of Asheville, 

e-mail message to Jack Vogt, School of Government, 

October 6, 2009.

209. Jonathan Mummolo, “Governments’ Piggy Banks 

Caught in a Tug of War,” Th e Washington Post, September 

27, 2009.
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to the current budget crisis, SeaTac’s fi nancial policy 

called for a reserve suffi  cient to cover four months 

of operating expenses, but that policy was recently 

revised downward to provide only three months’ 

coverage.210 Similarly, the city of Middletown, Ohio, 

drew funds for public safety positions from its re-

serve, allowing the reserve to drop from more than 

20 percent of annual expenditures to a projected 15 

percent by 2013.211 Th e city of Canon City, Colorado, 

which traditionally held reserve funds as great as 30 

percent of annual expenditures, spent down those 

reserves to 23 percent in 2008, 15 percent in 2009, 

and 11 percent in 2010.212 Th e city of New Rochelle, 

New York, planned to dip into its reserve for $2 mil-

lion.213 Similarly, Boone County, Missouri, planned 

to draw $2 million—approximately one-third of its 

reserve.214

210. Eric Mathison, “SeaTac Budgets for City Center 

Next to Light-Rail Station,” Highline Times, November 30, 

2009.

211. Ryan Gauthier, “City Draws from Reserve Fund to 

Cover Public Safety,” Middletown (OH) Journal, Novem-

ber 13, 2009.

212. Debbie Bell, “City Proposes 13 Percent Cut,” 

Canon City Daily Record, October 6, 2009.

213. Hannan Adely, “New Rochelle Budget Proposal 

Calls for 8.9 Percent Tax Hike,” LoHud.com, November 

11, 2009.

214. “County Plans Public Hearing on Budget,” Colum-

bia (MO) Daily Tribune, December 9, 2009.

Th e mayor of Chicago, hoping to avoid a tax 

increase and deeper cuts to employees and services, 

proposed spending large portions of the reserves cre-

ated from huge upfront payments for privatizing its 

parking meters and the Chicago Skyway toll road, 

leaving less than $800 million of the more than $2 

billion from those deals.215 

Several North Carolina communities were forced 

by the budget crisis to draw more heavily from their 

General Fund balance than in normal years. Bruns-

wick County enjoyed a fund balance at the close of 

the 2008 fi scal year equal to 44 percent of annual 

expenditures, but by the close of the 2009 fi scal year 

it was down to 36 percent and was projected to be 34 

percent at the close of 2010. Surry County’s fund bal-

ances were reportedly 30.7 percent, 27.5 percent, and 

22 percent over the same period. Comparable fund 

balances for Dare County were 22.9 percent, 18 per-

cent, and 17 percent. For the city of Asheville, they 

were 19.3 percent, 18.7 percent, and 15.1 percent. 

215. Dan Mihalopoulos and Hal Dardick, “Chicago 

Budget: Mayor Richard Daley Steers Clear of More Lay-

off s, Tax Increases,” Th e Chicago Tribune, October 22, 

2009.
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Conclusion

It is entirely understandable that local government 

offi  cials facing fi scal duress might feel they can never 

have enough options—or enough good options—for 

balancing the budget. But they do have options—and 

quite a large number of them.

Cities and counties across the nation used the 

tactics described in this volume in various forms 

and combinations to cope with the budget crisis 

of 2009 and 2010. Local offi  cials will undoubtedly 

draw upon them even more and will be pressed to 

develop new budget-balancing tactics as revenue 

challenges extend into the foreseeable future.
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Appendix
School of Government 2009 Survey Results
Budget-Balancing Tactics among North Carolina Local Governments

Th e School of Government survey on budget- 

balancing tactics was sent electronically in November 

2009 to 206 fi nance and budget offi  cials represent-

ing all 100 North Carolina counties and 106 North 

Carolina municipalities with populations greater than 

5,000. Th e questionnaire was developed after review-

ing news reports from across the nation and drawing 

upon budget-balancing tactics used elsewhere. Qual-

trics was used as the online survey software agent. A 

second-wave follow-up was sent in December 2009. 

Responses were received from 62 of the 206 local 

governments contacted for an overall response rate 

of 30 percent. Fifty-nine Qualtrics survey responses 

were received and three responses were returned via 

e-mail.1 Th e response rate among counties was 31 

percent; among municipalities of greater than 45,000 

population, 44 percent. Seven of the state’s largest 10 

local governments completed the survey. 

1. All graphs/table responses based on 59 Qualtrics responses.

List of Responding Local Governments

 Counties  Municipalities  

 Avery County Guilford County  Apex Hillsborough  

 Bladen County Henderson County  Asheboro Huntersville  

 Brunswick County Hertford County  Asheville Indian Trail  

 Caldwell County* Iredell County  Belmont Lewisville  

 Caswell County Lee County  Carrboro Matthews  

 Chatham County Lincoln County*  Chapel Hill Mint Hill  

 Chowan County Martin County  Charlotte Mooresville  

 Cleveland County* Mecklenburg County  Clayton Pinehurst  

 Columbus County Nash County  Clemmons Roanoke Rapids  

 Cumberland County Pitt County  Clinton Salisbury  

 Dare County Stokes County  Concord Selma  

 Davidson County Surry County  Cornelius Th omasville  

 Davie County Watauga County  Davidson Wilmington  

 Durham County Wilkes County  Forest City Wilson  

 Forsyth County Yadkin County  Greensboro Winston-Salem  

 Franklin County   Havelock   

 

*Counties responding via email
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Figure A. Steps Taken Mid-Year in 2009 by Responding Governments to 

“Stop the Bleeding”

Departmental budget cuts

Delay infrastructure/facility maintenance

Cancel contract(s) or contracting plans

Hiring freeze

Purchasing restrictions

Travel restrictions

Other

No cuts

58%

40%

2%

67%

48%

65%

25%

8%

0 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Percentage of respondents

Steps Taken in FY 08–09 in Preparation for FY 09–10

Other

Eliminate equipment acquisition/replacement

Delay equipment acquisition/replacement

34%

45%

59%

0 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Percentage of respondents

Purchasing Restrictions Imposed

Across-the-board cuts of equal percentage

Mostly across-the-board cuts of equal 
percentage, but some exceptions

Broad variation in cuts

23%

40%

37%

Distribution of Departmental Budget Cuts



Appendix 39

Figure C. Other Budget-Balancing Tactics among 

Responding Local Governments

Delayed some payments 
to succeeding fiscal year

Established employee rewards 
program for cost-saving ideas

Hired collection agency to 
pursue outstanding debt

Imposed earlier-than-normal cutoff 
of new purchase orders near end of FY

Negotiated or renegotiated 
longer payment terms

Reduced contributions/payments to 
equipment replacement fund

Sought public input for budget-cutting/
revenue-generating strategies

Used a more outcome-oriented 
approach in budget decision making

Others

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

Number of respondents

Other Budget Balancing Tactics

Figure B. Budget-Cutting for FY 2009-10 among Responding Local 

Governments: Across-the-Board or Selective Cuts?

Implemented across-the-board cuts of 
equal percentage

Broad variations in cuts

The overall budget was not reduced from 
the previous year

37%

32%31%

Local Government Budget Reductions in FY 09–10
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