
 

 

 
Columbia City Council Budget Retreat Recap 

Council Chamber, Columbia City Hall 
9:00 AM 

Friday, May 19, 2017 
________________________________________________ 

 
CALL TO ORDER 

 (All members present.) 
(This is a special meeting of the City Council designed to review elements of the city budget process.) 

 
Introduction To The Four Major Financial Documents 

Attachments: FY 2018 Council Retreat Presentation 
(Key Discussion Items: Introduction provided by City Manager according to the attached presentation 
outline. Described the various funds and sections of the budget 
 

Overview of Ten Year Trend Manual 
Attachments: FY07-FY16 Ten Year Trend Manual 
(Key Discussion Items: Budget staff provided report on budget trends as described in the attached 
document. This year’s report is reformatted from previous years and now includes some information 
going back to 1986. All departments can be referenced by department. Source for population estimates 
changed from census data base to the American Community Survey so all comparative statistics are 
based on the same data. Described how to navigate the Trend Manual. Summary pages are included at 
the beginning of each section. Some citizen survey information is included in the manual along with 
some national benchmarking information. 
 
Some trends explored included population growth, average median income, poverty rate with 
comparative data broken out by race. Employment gap between races is at the lowest point it has ever 
been since 2005 and for the past two years there has been a statistically significant improvement. 
Change 
 
Total general fund revenues were reported to be down by 18% with almost every category of income 
showing a downward trend including taxes, dedicated taxes, fees, grants, etc. Revenues have not kept 
pace with either population growth or inflation over the past ten years. City Manager indicated that this 
reflected sales tax revenues lost to Internet sales. Property tax collections also have not kept pace with 
inflation. It is generally the city’s policy to rely more heavily on sales taxes than on property taxes, a 
policy decision made back in the 1970’s. Property tax rate has declined over the years and has gone 
from $1.20 (highwater mark) to about one-third that rate today. Estimated that the city could have 
realized an additional $11 million in revenues over the past 10 years if Internet sales had not negatively 
impacted local sales, and that the average yearly loss now approaches $2 million per year. The city has 
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taken as many steps as it can to address the Internet sales impacts, but we are dependent on action by 
the Federal and State governments. We need for the state to pass the Streamlined Sales Tax Initiative 
for us to be able to collect this tax in an effective manner. Locally, we need to pass a use tax, however, 
this may not change in the short term. We should look at financing public safety with property tax 
revenues which do require voter approval. 
 
Police staffing has increased by 17 positions over the past 10 years, but to keep up with population 
growth, we would have had to add 93 positions. Pointed out that as population growth increases, so do 
the number of calls. That impacts response time as well and affects prioritization of call responses. For 
instance, we do not respond to calls for people who are locked out of their cars anymore, but we do 
provide locksmith contact information. New north police station should help us with response times. We 
are looking at using different personnel resources to respond to minor infractions like parking violations, 
etc. Police chief indicated that they have established minimum violations for shoplifting at Wal-Mart or 
false alarms at home security systems. Need more coordination with 911 dispatch system and 
prioritization of calls. Doubling up with two officers in the car affected our response times. We are back 
to a policy of one officer per car at this time. Citizen satisfaction shows that we have dropped in terms of 
public safety. Fire department show similar trends in terms of staffing and response time metrics. 
 

Overview of Comprehensive Annual Financial Reports (CAFR) 
Attachments: FY 2016 Comprehensive Annual Financial Report 
(Key Discussion Items: Financial staff described some unique ways the government accounting standards 
differ from some private financial conventions. Rules and definitions are laid out and many aspects of 
city budgeting are dictated or required by Missouri State Law. This document accounts for every penny 
spent by the city over the course of the past year. 
 
The CAFR includes financial statements and notes relating to some specific expenditures that occurred 
during the year. Staff indicated that fund balances reflect actual value of the funds and not always the 
cash balance in any particular account. This often leads to confusion among the public due to the 
specific rules and definitions used in governmental accounting methods. For instance, some assets may 
be counted in a fund balance (like land holdings) but may not show up in cash balances unless that land 
is sold. Cash equivalents are also included in some utility accounts, but are not really “cash”. For 
instance, spools of copper wire have cash equivalents (value) but are not liquid “cash” unless that 
inventory were to be sold. A complex discussion of depreciation ensued between the staff and council. It 
was indicated that cash is accounted for differently than depreciated values of assets. The city does 
maintain a depreciation fund, but it is often cheaper to borrow money to finance replacement assets 
than to save back money in a fund for future use, so the practice of bonding and borrowing is the 
practical way the city deals with future replacement of worn out assets or infrastructure. 
 
The Mayor suggested that we should change the way we describe the depreciation fund in the city 
charter to reflect actual practice of the city finance department. 
 
Staff indicated that they do try to be transparent about all of their activities, but that sometimes there 
are rumors that are misleading about the state of the city’s financial position. Addressed some major 
misunderstandings about the budget. One item included a cash account that looks like a savings 
account, but that is actually used as a cash holding account for funds that come in from various sources 
prior to being invested. Staff debunked the idea that the city keeps many of its funds and investments in 
Swiss bank accounts and offshore banks. That is not true. Some large investments are managed by an 
international company, but all cash is in a bank in Columbia or in New Jersey. 

http://gocolumbiamo.legistar.com/gateway.aspx?M=F&ID=f55b8571-3255-468c-b1a9-2458c3fc197d.pdf


 

 
Staff indicated that some people have indicated that public safety should be funded by excess revenues 
from the city utilities. That is NOT a mandate by law and there would have to be significant analysis to 
determine what would constitute “excess” revenues. 
 
The city uses incentive-based budgeting. When certain departments can demonstrate budget savings, 
the funds saved are split between the general city and the department for discretionary uses. The City 
Manager explained that the utilities are in better shape than the overall general fund and that this year 
some transfers of money will be made and that there will be a one-time cash payment to employees 
that should not be considered as a raise or bonus, but a one-time payment to employees. It is $1,000 
per employee and the utility cash transfer pays for half of that total. In some years, the utilities actually 
lose money, and in those years we use our reserves to cover costs. In years where there is a positive 
balance, we catch up. 
 
The City Manager indicated that Job Point is a major partner. They would like to purchase their building. 
If they could purchase that building, they could avoid paying rent. It has been suggested that $250,000 
could be allocated for such an acquisition. Thomas indicated that he would rather see this be 
determined on a competitive basis and that this needs further consideration. The City Manager 
indicated that this is the first time that such an idea has been expressed and that no decision is expected 
today. Mayor indicated that he, too, was apprehensive about helping pay off the mortgage for a non-
profit partner. Trapp indicated support for the Job Point idea and that it aligned with the Strategic Plan 
goals. 
 

Overview of the Budget Document 
(Key Discussion Items: City Manager indicated that the budget is in a very preliminary stage at this time, 
so this is mostly an overview. There are really 54 separate budgets in seven key areas. Utilities account 
for 56% of activity. 10% goes for public safety, overall total is about $420 million. 
 
Funding sources in the General Fund are sales, property, gross receipts and other taxes. The bad news is 
that we expect low sales tax growth for the coming year. Our revenues from Ameren UE (gas utility) are 
down and we are running at a slower pace on grants. Weather and gas prices significantly affect the 
Ameren payments. 
 
LAGERS, police and fire pension and the cost of health insurance have all gone up. We anticipate that 
cuts to last year’s street budget could affect what we do this year. This year’s budget could be smaller 
overall. We believe we have a strategy to bring a balanced workable budget forward, but we do not 
expect to be able to fund new positions. 
 

Overview of the Capital Improvement Plan (CIP) 
Attachments: FY 2018 DRAFT CIP Planning Document 
(Key Discussion Items: Project list is broken out into categories that range, by time, for 1-2 years, 3 to 5 
years, 5 to 10 years and 10+ years. The City Dashboard allows citizens to see projected projects in any 
part of the city in a specific time frame. A preliminary list of CIP projects has been reviewed by Planning 
& Zoning and the upcoming budget will approve funding for projects to be initiated or completed during 
the coming year. Those projects can be prioritized by the council 
 
Major projects for next year include $50,000 for traffic calming; Stewart Road calming; Nifong 
Providence to Forum expansion. Construction projects include the new police station. There are a 
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number of Parks and Rec projects and two trails projects.  Utility projects include a new substation 
transformer and More’s Lake remediation priced at $2 million. Several sanitary sewer projects are listed 
in the proposed CIP Plan. Ruffin asked about plans to address backflow problems in the city. The City 
Manager proposed a pilot project concept that could be brought forward at a near future council 
meeting. The basic concept is for a person to request that the city inspect individual issues and then if 
there was found to be a system problem, the city may reimburse the homeowner for some portion of 
the costs. There are different methods for remediation available. City Manager indicated that if there 
was some level of consensus among the council, they could bring back a more formalized proposal. The 
City Manager suggested maybe having a pilot program first. Ruffin believed that a pilot program was a 
careful approach and asked for a report by the first meeting in July. 
 
More storm sewer projects are also planned. Peters asked about a collapsed storm sewer on Ross St. 
Trapp asked if street collapse was more important than flooding and the City Manager confirmed that as 
a priority. Solid waste projects included material recovery and storage expansions and recycling 
improvements. 
 
Airport projects include lead up to a future terminal including taxiways. This gets us toward being ready 
for a new terminal and are all funded with a 90% match from the federal government. Bus shelters were 
not shown in this document because they are already funded. Four new shelters are underway. New bus 
route needs to be determined before final locations for shelters are established. Staff indicated that 
sometimes it is difficult to obtain bus shelter easements. Shelters typically extend beyond the existing 
easement. If space is not donated, then there would have to be the cost of appraisal and a budget for 
acquisition. Could you just offer some money without an appraisal? No, because the Council would have 
to approve an expenditure and you will want to know what fair market values are. 18 shelters are 
authorized already and the money is there – we just need to confirm sites. 
 
Thomas asked about electric utility costs. $200,000 was allocated for which substation? This is for a 
periodic replacement with no specific designation of location. Stewart Road has already been built. Why 
is it on this list? We are ahead of the game. Suggested that signs warning about speed bumps are too 
close to the bumps so people can’t slow down. Other traffic calming expenditures are allocated on a 
priority basis. 
 
Skala asked about MoDOT proposals for Ballenger Lane. Could be $1.8 million contribution from 
MoDOT. That is for a possible 2019 project. Could be bumped up if one easement is not required. CIP 
will be the focus of future meetings. 
 
 

Upcoming Ballot Initiatives 
(Key Discussion Items: City Manager suggested that we may need ballot issues for water and light; 
neighborhood paving, public safety. We know that schools need ballot issues, so we try and avoid being 
on the ballot when they are. School will be on next April, so we don’t want to be on at the same time. 
County has indicated that they want to extend Law Enforcement Tax L and are also looking for a new 
road ballot issue. No time frame was given, but they do need to renew by 2018. Prop L is a dedicated 
sales tax that goes to the sheriff, and they may be asking for an increase. 
 
We don’t think the sales tax picture for us will improve in the short term because more sales will go 
online. Brick and Mortar stores are closing, including possibly Sears. Macy’s, MC Sports has already 
closed here and we already have some store closures downtown. Fewer students mean fewer sales – 



 

and less spending by their families. Very concerned about our economy. I do not think we should lean 
on sales tax. I believe we need to look at a property tax component. For public safety and roads, we 
should probably look at property taxes since there is a relationship between property and roads and 
public safety. Council will decide how and when such taxes will be placed on the ballot. Fees for utilities 
can increase. If you wanted to go in April of next year, that would coincide with a school bond issue, but 
if you did public safety that may be OK. However, community policing models vary and we need to 
identify what we are going have before we determine how much it costs. Choices are April, August or 
November. We try and make this work with our other government jurisdictions. Public Safety is our 
primary concern. 
 
Thomas indicated that next week there will be a proposal to have a public engagement process on 
policing. That will happen in the fall in case that is a part of our time consideration. 
 
Neighborhood paving is another issue. We have some funding for major streets, but we do not have a 
lot of money for smaller street maintenance. We need about $1.5 million more in that budget. What we 
are talking about is a neighborhood paving fund that would pay for fixing smaller streets. We may need 
a property tax paving program. This idea is in the concept phase only. Watch for this in 2018. Mayor 
asked if one-time money would be good for this type of project. City Manager indicated that that would 
be a good use. We did not write down use tax – but we would partner with county on that concept. 
Thomas suggested next April for public safety. Trapp suggested the public engagement process try to 
elicit the amount people would be willing to pay. 
 
July 3 will be public hearing on the CIP and that will be a big discussion. July 18 – the budget will be 
presented to the Council. After that, everyone can weigh in on that. Public hearing will be on August 23. 
September 5 will be the second hearing and the final hearing will be on September 8. Budget must be 
passed by September 30 
 
Can we move the July 3 meeting to July 5 to have more people engaged due to the 4th of July holiday 
schedule? City Manager indicated we could do that, but that it raises other problems. Peters is gone on 
both of those days. Pitzer and Mayor prefer to go to the 5th. Trapp said every seven years we might want 
to consider this strange 4-day weekend alignment. Ruffin may not be available. Trapp and Thomas are 
open to either idea. Will think about this and decide at the next council meeting. 
 
Skala suggested that if any council members want to make big changes to the budget, do it sooner than 
later. 
 

ADJOURNMENT 
(TIME: 2:08 PM) 
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