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Public bodies receive revenue from a number of sources.  In most cases the money received from such sources comes with strings attached.  Money associated with gas tax must be spent on roads, 20% of redevelopment money must be spent on housing, money from the sale of water (our water bill) can only be spent on things related to the water system, etc. 

You might think these would make up special money.  Strangely enough, that’s not the case.  The most special money is money that flows into the general fund.  This money comes from property taxes, sales taxes, city fees, etc. and is very special because the City Council can spend it on anything it wishes without needing to justify their decisions to any other agency.

You might note in the current process of approving a city budget for fiscal year 2006, that the areas the city is unwilling to let go of funds is in those instances where the funds are or will be put into the general fund.  Items not funded by general fund money are routinely approved while requests from non-profits and others for support with general fund dollars are either greatly reduced or eliminated.

In some cases conflicting arguments are made to justify grabbing certain funds for the general fund.  The parking garage issue is a good example.  The mayor demands the downtown businesses pay for all the maintenance and security (not eligible for support from redevelopment funds) because it “benefits the businesses”.

But, when proposed parking meter fees are set to bring in twice the amount needed to maintain and secure the garage, he thinks it just fine that the city grabs half and puts it into the general fund.  Despite the fact that people using the downtown will generate all the parking meter revenue, he feels the city should share in the windfall.  How come that logic doesn’t work when citizens from all over town use the downtown? Shouldn’t the city then share in the cost of maintaining and securing the garage?

While we’re talking about the garage, this is another case of the city spending Other People’s Money.  The city budget for the garage (which they expect the downtown merchants to fund) includes $27 per hour for a 95 hour week (13 hours a day) for private security guards.  They’re so used to paying twice this for police salaries and benefits that they have never even checked to see what private sector security would cost on an hourly basis.

Also, they have never talked with the downtown merchants about whether or not security is really needed during the mid day hours.

But, back to special money.  The city will receive a windfall when it sells the land the swimming pool and skateboard park are presently on to the developer of the big box stores at the Kenilworth site.  Will all this money go towards replacement facilities, and if it’s not enough, will the city not replace both facilities? Will some find its way into the general fund? Our councilmembers should see that the public is kept informed about such things and not have to wait and see what happens.

And note, despite universal belief that this development will bring gridlock to Washington St.; the city will go full speed ahead anyway because it will bring in sales tax money that they can put into their general fund. 

If you want to understand how this city (and most others) works and what its priorities are, follow Deep Throat’s advice to Woodward and Bernstein, “Follow the money”.  It’s all about money, in this case, the special money.

