COUNTY OF MILWAUKEE
INTEROFFICE COMMUNICATION

DATE	:     9/27/19

TO	:	   Supervisor Theodore Lipscomb Sr., Chair, County Board of Supervisors

FROM	:     Joe Lamers, Director, Office of Performance, Strategy, and Budget

SUBJECT	:	2020 Balancing Act – Budget Engagement Results 


BACKGROUND

Balancing Act is an interactive online budgeting tool created in 2015 by a public policy strategy firm called Engaged Public. Balancing Act is designed to be an easy to use and easy to understand online tool for public sector organizations to generate public feedback related to budget decisions. The simulation breaks down public budgets into categories of revenues and expenditures. Within each category, users can manipulate revenue streams and expenditures in order to submit a balanced budget based on their priorities. Organizations can use the data collected as a tool to see the breakdown of where the public holds preferences related to the budget.

Approximately 60 local governments across the nation have used Balancing Act, including Milwaukee County. Of these local governments, Milwaukee County has generated the highest number of participation and responses. 

OVERVIEW

Milwaukee County has been using Balancing Act as a tool to engage the public in the budget process for the past three years. In 2019, for the 2020 budget process, the tool was open to the public from mid-July until early September. The 2020 Milwaukee County Balancing Act page received 5,737 views and 1,153 total budget submissions. This is an increase of 500 submissions compared to the 2019 Balancing Act Simulation, which received 653 submissions.  The average person spent 23 minutes on the website. The website provides information including links to the County’s budget and governing statutes. 

CHANGES FOR 2020 BALANCING ACT

In previous years, revenue options made available in the Milwaukee County Balancing Act simulation were limited to those which are allowed under current statutes.  State law currently limits the ways local municipalities can raise revenue, including caps on property and sales tax.  For the 2020 budget simulation, participants were allowed to balance the budget with revenues that would require a change in state law.  Options for 2020 included increases in state aids, property taxes, and sales taxes.


RESULTS

For the 2020 budget process, participants selected revenue and expenditure options to close a $28 million projected budget gap. In order to submit a budget in Balancing Act, participants were required to close the gap.  On average, participants chose to fill 71% of the gap by increasing revenues and 29% by reducing revenues. 
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Revenues

The average participant closed the budget gap primarily through increasing revenues by 71%. Amongst revenue categories, sales tax was the most commonly selected option. 75% of participants chose to increase sales tax by an average of $11.0 million. The next most commonly selected option was an increase in state aids. 71% of participants selected an option to increase state aids by an average of $3.6 million. 54% chose to increase the Vehicle Registration Fee, compared to 71% in last years simulation when revenue options were more limited.

Table 1: Revenues

	
	 Average Increase/ Decrease 
	% Submissions Increased
	% Submissions Decreased
	% Submissions Changed
	% Submissions Unchanged

	Increase State Aids
	 $          3,634,350.00 
	71%
	0%
	71%
	29%

	Increase Property Tax
	 $          2,713,582.00 
	57%
	0%
	57%
	43%

	Borrow from Reserves
	 $              646,653.00 
	20%
	0%
	20%
	80%

	Increase the Vehicle Registration Fee
	 $          4,470,669.00 
	54%
	2%
	55%
	45%

	Increase Sales Tax
	 $        11,000,000.00 
	75%
	0%
	75%
	25%



Expenditures

On average, users closed 29% of the budget gap by reducing expenditures. As seen in the below chart, decreases came from across all departments.  The highest reductions came from transit, parks, health and human services, administration, and the contingency fund.
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Within functional and departmental areas, expenditures were broken into categories: mandated, non-mandated, and county-wide operations. This was to differentiate between categories that are required by federal or state law that have limited room for reductions versus categories that the user could have the opportunity to limit, eliminate, or invest. The table below shows the average and most frequent increase/decrease along with corresponding percent change from the current revenue amount.
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Demographics

After submitting a balanced budget in Balancing Act, users were asked to self-identify demographic information such as municipality, age, ethnicity, and education level. 
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RECOMMENDATION

This report is provided for informational purposes only. No action is needed.












_________________________
Morgan Aschenbrenner, Graduate Intern
Office of Performance, Strategy and Budget
Department of Administrative Services





_________________________
Joe Lamers, Director 
Office of Performance, Strategy and Budget
Department of Administrative Services




Cc: 	Chris Abele, Milwaukee County Executive
James “Luigi” Schmitt, Chair, Finance and Audit Committee
Willie Johnson Jr., Co-chair, Finance and Audit Committee
Sheldon Wasserman, County Supervisor
Supreme Moore Omokunde, County Supervisor 
Jason Haas, County Supervisor
	Sequanna Taylor, County Supervisor
	Eddie Cullen, County Supervisor
	Steven Cady, Research and Policy Director, Office of the Comptroller
	Teig Whaley-Smith, DAS Director
	Raisa Koltun, Chief of Staff, Office of the County Executive
	Kelly Bablitch, Chief of Staff, County Board
	Dan Laurila, DAS-PSB, Operating Budget Manager
	Morgan Aschenbrenner, DAS-PSB, Budget Intern
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