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Public Involvement in Portland’s annual budget process
Previous years, some bureaus (e.g. Portland Parks & Recreation) did a good job of involving the public in development of their budget proposals, others did not.  Last year, City Council directed the Office of Community and Civic Life (OCCL) to take over public involvement in the budget process for all bureaus.  We assume this change was intended to improve public involvement, not reduce it, as has happened.
For the public, there are two important phases to the city’s budget process.  The first phase is development of bureau budget proposals.  This process usually begins in November, and ends with submission of the budget proposal to the city in early February.  The next phase follows release of the Mayor’s proposed budget, which is followed by City Council hearings in April and eventual adoption of a city budget.  
Both phases should offer opportunities for public involvement.  It is often easier for the public to influence bureau budgets during the first phase, while values and priorities are discussed and competing options are weighed.  Opportunities to testify at hearings are often limited, so an individual must invest several hours without certainty that they’ll be able to testify, and testimony is limited to a few minutes.  Unless there is a large group speaking to a particular issue, citizens may not feel heard.  
The obvious approach to developing best practices for public involvement in the budget process would have been for OCCL staff to interview each bureau about their current practices, compile a list of best practices and then consider potential additions to fill any gaps.  Then they could work with each bureau to implement those best practices.
Unfortunately, we are at the end of the first phase of the budget process and we have not seen any public involvement in the development of bureau budgets.  Bureaus that formerly had good public involvement practices in this phase did nothing this year, because responsibility was taken away from them and handed to OCCL.  There wasn’t even been a public input process for OCCL’s own budget.  As far as we can tell, OCCL did not set up a public input process for any bureau’s budget development, perhaps under the impression they only needed to advertise the April budget hearings.
Why does it matter?  This year, Parks faces enormous budget hole that will inevitably be patched by cutting services.  But there has been no public outreach or involvement in developing their budget – no open houses, no online surveys, not even time for public comment at their meetings.  There were also no neighborhood coalition representatives on the Parks Budget Advisory Committee (BAC) this year (for the first time in many years), so there were no representatives on the BAC to collect neighborhood input and share information about the process with their members.  We value the diverse views of the Parks Board, but they already have a large influence on Parks and probably don’t need to dominate the BAC.  The Parks BAC would benefit from a broader range of voices.  This year’s Parks BAC meetings (also for the first time in many years) do not include time for public input.  So huge cuts to the Parks budget will be recommended with virtually no public input.  This is not a transparent or open process.
Public involvement in developing budgets helps citizens support the resulting budget because they have an opportunity to help shape values and priorities for spending.  People are much less likely to “buy into” a budget if they haven’t been able to offer input.  Involvement also helps them understand the tradeoffs that bureaus face and the meaning of different budget proposals, so they can offer informed feedback at all phases of the process, and can help reduce controversy over budget proposals.  Informed feedback should be more useful to Council.
We have attached a list of best practices for the budget process, including Budget Advisory Committees, in the hope that we could have a better process next year.
We also recommend including neighborhood coalition representatives in BACs because they can bring input from neighborhoods and provide their neighborhoods with updates through the process, greatly increasing the reach of input into and information from the budget process.  Each coalition includes roughly a dozen neighborhoods.  Coalition involvement can help reduce public confusion about the budget process, citywide budget goals, the meaning of add and cut packages, and ensure that Council receives informed, accurate input on the budget.  In recent Parks BAC meetings, neighborhood coalition representatives have suggested substantial budget cuts and explained the relative value of specific facilities and services in their area.  Coalitions provide an opportunity to greatly expand BAC outreach across the city. 
Expectations for neighborhood coalition representatives on BACs should include:
· Gather coalition input on priorities, concerns, and questions at the beginning of each bureau’s budget process, and share that input with the BAC as appropriate
· Share regular updates with the coalition (at coalition meetings and via email)
· Share open house schedules, including online open house links with the coalition
· Provide answers provided by staff back to the coalition
· Share information about the hearing schedule and how to testify at hearings, the most effective time to submit letters or emails to council about the budget.
Other concerns specific to the Parks budget:
Last year the Council funded several financial studies for Parks.  Those studies should all include opportunities for meaningful public involvement.  Parks should also update their process for making decisions about capital projects (funded by SDCs) to include a public input process, and continue their good public outreach around Parks bond spending.  
If the city hopes for a successful Parks levy to help fund parks services and maintenance, public outreach and involvement in Parks budget decisions will be critical to building public understanding of the Park’s needs and public trust in city processes and decision making. This will help develop public support at the ballot.






Best Practices for Phase 1 (development of bureau budget proposals):
· BACs should include broad representation, not dominated by insiders
· Include members of minority groups and disadvantaged populations
· Union representatives
· Representatives who can represent and communicate with broad swaths of the community, such as neighborhood coalitions (see below)
· BACs should have the opportunity to provide meaningful input.  
· Shaping values and priorities
· They should be offered meaningful choices and input on tradeoffs
· Provided with real budget numbers in appropriate granularity
· Not just a rubber stamp for a staff proposal
· Commissioners a meaningful presence at the meetings, attend as many as possible.
· Commissioner communication to the BAC about their priorities, their view of budget direction for the year, insights into City Council views
· Commissioner learns not just the final recommendation, but can answer BAC questions and hear the discussion leading to decisions, helping the Commissioner understand the basis for recommendations and better communicate the proposal to Council.
· Staff should be asked to propose Add packages.  They may have creative, innovative ideas.
· BAC facilitators should make sure everyone at the table shares their views.  If some members are not speaking up, at least once a meeting ask them to share their thoughts or go around the table and ask everyone to comment.
· BAC meeting logistics:
· Agenda should include at least 5 to 10 minutes for public comments from the audience.
· Meeting information (date/time/location) should (at a minimum) be available on the bureau web site 2 weeks before the meeting.  Even better, send the meeting information proactively to “Friends and Partners” email lists.
· Draft meeting agendas should be available on the bureau web site at least 1 week before the meeting.
· Other meeting materials ideally should be made available on the bureau web site before the meetings.  If that is not possible, post them on the web site the next day.
· Staff should be available to answer questions during meetings and offline via email.
· Provide an introductory session with bureau budget history and into to the process for new BAC members (this is particularly helpful for people who aren’t familiar with budgets and processes).
· Each meeting should include an opportunity to provide feedback on the meeting and suggest ways to improve future meetings.
· Food, childcare, language and ADA accommodations are helpful.
· BAC members should be encouraged to attend open houses to hear public input first hand.
· Hold at least one open house at a time (for example early January) when input can feed into the BAC process and be considered when making final recommendations.  If a second open house is held, it can be earlier in the process (for example early December) to provide input on values and priorities.
· Open Houses.  Online open houses are helpful for people who can’t attend an open house event.  Physical open houses are valuable because they offer opportunities to ask questions, but some people won’t be able to attend.  Online open house materials could also be provided in different languages.  Opportunities to comment (online or in person) should be offer choices with opportunities to provide comments/suggestions.  Participants should not be offered a long list of vague “fill in the blank” questions.  Online open house participation deadlines should be clearly stated.
· BAC schedules are often compressed because they do not start until the Mayor’s budget guidance is available.  Consideration should be given to starting earlier – priorities and values are not likely to be affected by the Mayor’s budget guidance, and the city generally has an idea whether small or large budget cuts will be required.  Introductory BAC meetings and staff brainstorming about budget proposals (cuts or adds) could begin before the Mayor’s guidance is available.
· Bureaus should provide email updates about the process, including open house schedules, to Friends and Partners email lists a few times during Phase 1.  
· At the end of Phase 1, the BAC and the public should be provided with the final bureau budget submission, advised about the remaining budget schedule, including the Council hearing schedule and advice about the most effective way to comment (when and how) after the Mayor’s proposed budget is released.  Insights from the Commissioner can be particularly helpful, but the Commissioner should allow the BAC to develop their own recommendations and not tell them their preferred answer.
Best Practices for Phase 2 (feedback on the Mayor’s proposed budget and City Council hearings):
· Share the CBO recommendations when they are released (via email to bureau Friends and Partners, and links on bureau budget web sites).
· Share the Mayor’s proposed budget when it is released (via email to bureau Friends and Partners, and links on bureau budget web sites).
· Reminders about the hearings schedule (via email to bureau Friends and Partners, and links on bureau budget web sites).
· Share the final approved city budget for the bureau, highlighting decisions about cuts and adds (via email to bureau Friends and Partners, and links on bureau budget web sites).
· Consider holding a wrap-up BAC meeting in May to discuss the results of the budget process and looking forward to implementation and next steps.  This is also an opportunity to gather feedback to evaluate the BAC process and suggestions for improvement.

