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2016 BUDGET MESSAGE OF THE COMMISSIONER OF FINANCE 
 
To the Members of the Saratoga Springs City Council and the People of the City of Saratoga Springs: 

 
 I am pleased to present the 2016 Comprehensive Budget, the fourth budget that I have 
submitted to the City Council for the taxpayers of our City.  The City Budget is one of our 
most important policy documents.  It is the bridge between our vision for the City of Saratoga 
Springs and the realization of that vision.  The City Budget documents our commitment to 
delivering: 
    

• Excellent City Services 
• Sustainable City Government 

 
With my first, second, and third budgets I succeeded in re-aligning our fiscal priorities 

with our fiscal realities.  We now have increased reserves, an improved bond rating of AA+, 
funds for contingencies, with virtually no tax increases.  I re-built a surplus in accordance with 
a strong Fund Balance policy that is now a building block of the City’s financial health.  Each of 
the past three years I have returned all fund balance excess to the tax payers:  I built 
several key reserves used to prevent tax increases, upgraded badly deferred equipment 
needs, renovated aging City buildings, and tended to critical City infrastructure needs.  
 

The 2016 Comprehensive Budget is driven by my continued commitment to a stable 
tax rate.   It is also defined by this year’s NYS property tax cap.  The NYS tax levy cap is 2% 
or the rate of inflation, whichever is lower. This year the rate of inflation is substantially lower, 
resulting in a 2016 allowable levy growth factor of 0.73%. This factor is lower than last year’s 
allowable levy growth.  When combined with all the factors in the tax cap formula, the result is 
that the City is allowed to raise less in property taxes in 2016 than in 2015.  Unless the 2016 
budget requests are the same or less than the 2015 budget, the City could be hard-pressed to meet 
critical needs under this year’s NYS levy growth allowance.   

 
Of course the 2016 budget is not the same as the 2015 budget. On the expense side:  

wages and health insurance have increased; software, hardware, technology and security needs 
have grown; operation and maintenance requirements have expanded as City amenities are 
developed.  For example, see our investments in the Waterfront Park, High Rock Park, 
Recreation facilities, and hopes for a green belt trail.  On the revenue side:  state aid remains flat, 
VLT aid remains volatile, sales and mortgage tax are strong, but alone these do not support this 
year’s departmental requests.  

 
Every year I state my case for judicious budgeting.  Establishing a comprehensive 

City budget is a task of setting priorities.  We are called upon to do so for 2016 with a 
limited growth in resources and a challenging growth in necessities. We are obligated to do 
the most we can with the resources that we have, distinguishing needs from desires and 
placing the health, safety and welfare of our citizens first.  I believe that my 2016 
Comprehensive Budget embodies these responsibilities while delivering excellent City 
services at a cost taxpayers can afford.   
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Key Spending Increases - General Fund 

 
The total proposed 2016 Comprehensive General Fund Budget is as follows: 
 
Total 2016 Comprehensive General Fund:  $43,841,077.25 
General Fund Change from 2015 Adopted Budget:   $  2,081,556.55        
 
PERSONAL SERVICES AND HEALTH CARE.  The year over year increase in the 

General Fund for personal services and health insurance totals $1,650,291.  This accounts for 
over 79% of the change between 2015 to 2016 budget years.     

 
• Personal Services -  $1,264,996 increase.   The 2016 General Fund budget for wages and 

social security is over half of the entire City operating budget (about $23.5 million).  Two 
employee contracts were settled in mid-2015.  The result - wage and social security 
appropriations jumped to new 2016 contract amounts from expired 2012 contract 
amounts in a single budget.   Each contract includes 2-2.5% raises plus annual step 
increases plus new salary schedule structures that far outstrip budget increases allowed 
under the NYS tax cap.  Four employee contracts have been expired for two to four years, 
and updating such long outdated contracts will result in additional large budget jumps to 
cover back pay owed and multi-year increases.   

 
At the end of 2016, all seven employee contracts will again be expired.1 The City must 
continue to settle these in a manner that is consistent with its resources, and update its budget 
to accurately reflect the cost of bringing services to its citizens and visitors.   
 

• Health Insurances - $385,296 increase.  Health insurance rate increases averaged 7%-8% 
per carrier.  The total cost of health and vision insurance allocated to the general fund is 
approximately $7,366,971 or about 16.8% of the operating budget.  The average family plan 
for most employees costs about $22,000 per employee per year; one plan still required under 
the PBA contract is currently as high as $33,873 per employee per year.  
 
 

There are two personnel investments that are new to the 2016 Comprehensive 
Budget.  Both are offset by substantial revenue reimbursements.  Staffing otherwise 
remains at 2015 levels.   

 
Civil Service.  The City Council unanimously endorsed continued funding for the 

Civil Service Department which serves the City, City School District and Public Library.  
Civil Service is housed in the Mayor’s Department.  It has languished for the past several years 
following a dispute between the former administration and the Civil Service Commission.  
Underfunded and understaffed, it has struggled to maintain its former level of excellence.  At the 
first September meeting, the Council concluded that having a local, onsite commission 

                                                           
1 3 expire in 2016 (CSEA-CH, CSEA-DPW, and Police Lieutenants); 1 expired in 2014 (Police Admin); 2 expired 
in 2013 (Fire Admin and Fire-fighters); 1 expired in 2012 (PBA). 
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outweighed the increased costs for a fully operational department.  These costs include one full 
time staff member (salary and benefits), offsite rental fees for exam space as required by the 
state, and increased medical exam funding, totaling about $70,000 more than the current 
department model.  Fifty percent of certain costs are offset by reimbursement from the School 
District.2 

 
 SAFER Grant Firefighters.  The Department of Public Safety has applied for its 

second SAFER Grant (“Staffing for Adequate Fire & Emergency Response”), requesting 
funding for eight firefighters for two years. Grant funds cover all wages and benefits (about 
$541,911 annually); the City covers incidentals such as training, protective clothing, travel and 
HVCC Paramedic (about $114,400 annually).  SAFER grant objectives are to provide funding 
directly to fire departments to help them increase or maintain the number of trained, "front line" 
firefighters available in their communities and to comply with staffing, response and operational 
standards established by the NFPA.  The City was awarded a SAFER grant in 2010 for seven 
firefighters. A huge success, the grant helped the Fire Department recover from the 2010 lay-offs 
and contributed to what is now the City's thriving ambulance program.  The ambulance program 
is slated to contribute $835,000 in revenue to the 2016 General Fund operating budget.  The 
eight additional firefighters will bring the City’s total number of firefighters to 68, and assist the 
department in staffing a second ambulance which will be essential in meeting the growing need 
for emergency medical care and transport.   

 
 
OTHER EXPENSE INCREASES:  Expense increases were otherwise kept to a 

minimum and are outweighed by necessity and benefit:   
 

• Contingency - $160,000 increase.  This expense line covers unexpected issues, emergency 
situations and occasional opportunities.  It is also budgeted to cover costs associated with the 
settlement of employee contracts.  Four of the seven contracts are expired. Two of these are 
the City’s largest – Fire Union and Police Benevolent Association (“PBA”).   The City will 
owe PBA retroactive salary and benefits as far back as 2012.  All seven may be expired at the 
end of 2016.  

 
• Liability Insurance - $97,900 increase.  Liability insurance increases as the City acquires 

additional equipment and claims history fluctuates.  
 

• Public Works Vehicles - $75,000 increase.  Public works requires a truck for the new Public 
Works Director hired in 2015 and a replacement vehicle for the City Engineer. 
  

• Engineering Software/Hardware - $60,000 increase.  The design and drawing software and 
hardware for the engineering department is 15 years old and functionally inoperable.  This 
increase will allow for the update of both. 
 

                                                           
2 The School District reimburses for 50% of salary, software/hardware, office supplies, postage, medical exams, 
printing, advertising, training, office rental, phones and fax, and service contracts. Reimbursement is on a lag:  2015 
costs are reimbursed in 2016; 2016 costs will be reimbursed in 2017.  Therefore, 2016 revenue will be lower than 
2016 costs. 
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• Loughberry Dam Survey - $50,000 increase.  The City is required to complete a survey of the 
Loughberry Dam.  Begun in 2015, this should fund the remainder of the project. 

 
• Parking Garage Maintenance - $45,000 increase.  Caring for our investments in parking 

garages is imperative.  These funds will cover hot water washing, caulking, and other 
necessary tasks.  

 
• Fire Department Vehicle - $35,000 increase.  The Fire Department requires one replacement 

vehicle for staff. 
 

• Streets Vehicle Repair & Maintenance - $30,000 increase.  The Streets department has a 
large, valuable, and aging fleet of vehicles that face weather and heavy duty work challenges.  
Repairs are an inevitable part of keeping these vehicles on the road, for as long as possible.  
 

• Uniforms for Public Works - $22,000 increase.  The recently settled Public Works collective 
bargaining agreement contains a new provision requiring the City to pay for boots compliant 
with regulatory standards, up to $200 annually, for permanent DPW union employees.  
 

• Police Department Service Contracts - $17,000 increase.  This covers service contracts for 
Nixel notification systems, Taser, e911 and Zone 5.    
 

• IT Service Contracts for Equipment - $16,171 increase.  The City server room has been 
moved and updated.  New equipment and security measures require more costly service 
contracts. Fiber optic capabilities will be increased. 
 

• Police Department Uniforms and Training - $14,000 increase.  Replacing Police department 
retirees increases new uniform and training costs. 

 
• Police Department Telephones - $12,000 increase.   

 
• Vernon Ice Rink Repairs and Maintenance - $12,000 increase. 

 
• Ambulance Billing - $11,000 increase.  Increased number of Ambulance calls results in 

increased billing amounts, which is completely offset by increased revenue.  
 

• Salt & Sand - $10,000 increase.  Salt & Sand for City roads are critical to the safety of 
citizens and travelers, and both were depleted in the winter of 2015. 
 

• Parks & Casino Professional Services Contracts- $10,000 increase.  The Casino has several 
contracts for security, pest control, and other annual upkeep measures that have increased 
over time.  

 
• Transfer Station Tipping and Transportation Fees - $10,000 increase.  The cost of Transfer 

Station usage will increase under the contract with the County to take over its operations. 
 

• Paving Materials for Traffic Control - $10,000 increase. 
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• Police Vehicle Laptops - $8,000 increase.  The Police Department continues its replacement 
of Police vehicle laptops. 

 
• Transfer Station Building Repair & Maintenance - $7,500 increase. The City Transfer Station 

building requires upkeep, especially as obligations and usage increase under the contract with 
the County to take over its operations.   

 
• Saratoga Arts Council Building Repair & Maintenance - $7,000 increase.  The Saratoga Arts 

Council building has declined under harsh winter conditions.  The City is making a 
substantial capital investment in this structure, and must be prepared to maintain this asset. 

 
 

 
Key Spending Decreases – General Fund 

 
Reduced budget requests were required across departments to balance increases and stay 

within the allowable property tax levy.  While we cannot control some cost increases, we can 
work to find more efficient ways of delivering City services.  Most budget items were 
maintained at 2015 adopted budget amounts – the City is doing well under these amounts and it 
is anticipated that it can continue to do so.  Decreases include:   

 
• Interfund Transfer out - $370,000 decrease.   The Interfund transfer line varies from year 

to year depending on whether and which reserve or other fund balance amounts are used in 
funds other than the General Fund.  Any amounts in this line are budget neutral, as amounts 
are entered in both expenses (Interfund Transfers) and Revenue (Use of Restricted Fund 
Balance or Use of Unassigned Fund Balance). 
 
Amounts tapped from the Parkland Reserve are less in 2016 because project costs are less 
and the Parkland Reserve has been almost depleted.  Amounts tapped from the Building 
Reserve are less in 2016 to preserve dwindling Building Reserve funds which are needed to 
cover unexpected contingencies in large improvement projects planned under the capital 
budget.   The largest year over year difference is that all remaining in rem funds from 
foreclosure proceedings were used 2015, so these are no longer evident in the 2016 budget.       

 
2016 Comprehensive Budget 

 

2015 Adopted Budget 

$100,000 

from Parkland Reserve to the Capital 

Budget for the Waterfront project; 

reserve almost depleted.  

$220,000 from Parkland Reserve to the Capital 

Budget for the Waterfront project.  

$50,000 
from Building Reserve to the Capital 

Budget for City Building Upgrades 

($50K). 

$100,000 

from Building Reserve to the Capital 

Budget for City Building Upgrades 

($50K) and Music Hall Upgrades 

($50K). 

$0 
from In Rem foreclosure proceeds 

have been exhausted. 
$200,000 

from In Rem foreclosure proceeds to 

the Debt Service Budget 

$60,000 

from Youth Parking ($20K) and Vernon 

Surplus ($40K) to the Debt Service 

Budget for the Vernon Ice Rink Debt 

(per CCM 4/15/97 & 12/17/2002) 

$60,000 

from Youth Parking ($20K) and Vernon 

Surplus ($40K) to the Debt Service 

Budget for the Vernon Ice Rink Debt 

(per CCM 4/15/97 & 12/17/2002) 

$136,968 
from real property tax collected on 

“hotel” parcels to the City Center per 

the 12/21/2005 lease agreement. 

$136,968 
from real property tax collected on 

“hotel” parcels to the City Center per 

the 12/21/2005 lease agreement. 

$346,968 TOTAL $716,968 TOTAL 
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• NYS Retirement System Contribution - $115,608 decrease.   NYS retirement costs 

decreased by 2.6% over amounts budgeted for 2015.  This is the second time in seven years 
that the City has seen a decrease in its NYS retirement contribution.  New York state pension 
mandates currently cost the City’s general fund $4,349,164.  This is about 10% of the entire 
2016 operating budget.   
 

• Visitors’ Center - $32,500 net savings. The Saratoga County Tourism Bureau has taken 
over the operations of the Visitors’ Center for a $71,400 fee, employee transition costs, and a 
share in revenues collected.  This is offset by $113,500 in reduced expenses to the City, and 
will ultimately save the City about $32,500 in 2016. 
 

• HRA Co-Pay Reimbursements - $19,614 decrease.  This benefit has been retired in at least 
two major employment contracts and the reimbursement has been adjusted to reflect this.   

 
• Article 7 Outside Legal Counsel - $10,000 decrease.  The Accounts Department has 

significantly decreased the City’s current Article 7 exposure, resulting in a reduced need for 
outside legal services.  

 
 
There were $3.247 million in expenditure increases, offset by $1.165 million in 

expenditure decreases.  Each department has worked hard to make cuts to offset the 
tremendous increase in payroll and benefits.  When expense offsets are not sufficient, the 
City must look to increased revenues. 

 
 

Revenues – General Fund 
 

The City’s revenue resources are finite.  Municipalities have limited taxing powers and 
additional fees are applied thoughtfully.  I commissioned a revenue study to review revenue 
resources for the City and I have asked the Council to take these under serious advisement.  
During my tenure I have insisted that the burden of new ventures and visions not be 
disproportionally borne by property owners, and my budgets successfully reflect this objective. 
We must work within the growth and resources that are available.  We must set priorities.     

 
 
MAIN REVENUE SOURCES.  The majority of the City’s General Fund budget is 

supported by five main revenue sources:   
 

• Sales tax 
• Mortgage tax  
• State aid 
• VLT Aid   
• Real property tax 
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Changes to these revenues can be summarized as follows: 
 

• Sales Tax - $1,100,819 increase.  Sales tax collection through the end of July 2015 was 
running about 6.2% higher than actual amounts collected at the same time last year.  If this 
trend continues, the 2015 collection will be well ahead of amounts included in the 2015 
Adopted Budget.   
 
While the City has seen sales tax collection slip during the fall holiday seasons, this has not 
been the case in the past two years.  Weather and other factors can affect this, but generally 
speaking, the City’s sales tax revenue is strong and continues to grow stronger.  Sales tax is 
included in the 2016 Comprehensive General Fund Budget at a more conservative 2.25% 
increase over amounts projected for 2015, in the amount of $12,198,901.    
 
Fluctuating gas prices, recently opened businesses and planned developments are also taken 
into consideration when estimating sales tax collection.  Figures for the August season will 
be available in mid October and I will continue to review these throughout budget season. 

 
• Mortgage Tax – $330,000 increase.  The City of Saratoga Springs has benefited from a 

strong housing market and this is reflected in a strong 2015 mortgage tax collection.  
Amounts currently projected through year-end are running about 23% above budget.  Though 
the trend since 2012 has been an every-other-year swing, I believe 2016 mortgage tax should 
be moderately increased to more closely reflect current markets and trendlines. Accordingly, 
2016 mortgage tax has been budgeted at 2% increase over amounts projected for 2015, in the 
amount of $1,530,000.   

 
• State revenue sharing - $0 increase.  State Aid has been a longstanding resource for the 

City though it does not keep pace with state mandate escalation.  The state has given no 
indication that support will increase.  For 2016, amounts budgeted are equal to amounts 
received in 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015 - $1,649,700.  

 
• VLT Aid - $0 increase.  Under State Finance Law, the City receives a share of video lottery 

terminal revenue.  Amounts received under this legislation are not actual VLT monies, but 
are state assistance based on a percent of what was received in the year 2008.  The City is 
required to use its share to 1.  defray local costs of VLT’s, or 2.  minimize or reduce real 
property taxes.   

 
VLT Aid revenue is significant not only because of its amount, but also because of its erratic 
history.  While it was originally touted as a recurring revenue designed to assist host cities, 
the State has been inconsistent in its delivery.   
 

- First received in 2007, it was pulled altogether in 2009 and 2010.  This was a loss 
to the City of over $3.3 million per year in anticipated revenue. 
 

- In June of 2011 it was unexpectedly reinstated at the reduced amount of 45% of 
the 2008 award ($1.496 million).   
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- In April 2013 it was restored to 55% of the 2008 award ($1.827 million).  
  

- In April 2014 and 2015, by legislative initiative, it was further restored to 70% of 
the 2008 award ($2.325 million).  

 
Last year the New York State Division of Budget informed the Finance Department that the 
2014 increase in the amount of $498,341 was a one-time increase. Amounts for 2015 
included in the Executive budget reverted to the 2013 appropriation, $1,827,251.  This was 
revised by the Legislature in the spring, and the City ultimately received the additional funds.  
Given this pattern, it is prudent to included VLT in the 2016 Comprehensive budget at 
$1,827,251, and consider a budget amendment in the event that increased amounts are 
appropriated by the state.    

 
In addition, the State recently passed the Upstate New York Gaming Economic Development 
Act of 2013 which authorizes up to four upstate destination resort casinos.  One will be 
established in the Capital District.  There is concern that this may result in the reduction or 
elimination of the City’s VLT revenue.  Considering the State’s erratic history and the 
expansion of casino gaming, the City should be prepared to reduce its dependence upon VLT 
Aid.  I have placed additional funds in the City’s Tax Stabilization Reserve and the Reserve 
Fund for the Payment of Bonded Indebtedness which will both help the City’s finances in the 
case of an abrupt withdrawal of this important revenue source.   
 

 
FUND BALANCE.  There are now five distinct categories of Fund Balance according to 

the 2009 Governmental Accounting Standards Board (GASB) Statement 54.  Two of these are 
reflected in the 2016 Comprehensive Budget:  Restricted and Unassigned.  Together these total 
$750,000, a decrease of $426,913 from 2015 amounts.  Some will be used towards the General 
Fund Budget; the remainder will be transferred to the Capital and Debt Service Funds.   

 
The 2016 Comprehensive Budget uses a moderate amount of City Reserves and 

unassigned funds.  The City has built these funds up with taxpayer dollars; using them 
reduces the tax rate and gives those dollars back to the taxpayer.  Transitioning to a budget 
based on updated payroll with a near 0% allowable tax levy increase is a challenge.  Using 
fund balance is a reasonable way to smooth the abrupt budget bump-up as well as continue 
to return taxes paid to taxpayers.   

 
However, decreasing dependence on fund balance for general operating costs is good 

budgeting.  This decrease also reflects the need to be prepared for potential legal liabilities 
generated under former administrations.   

 
• Restricted Fund Balance - $70,000 decrease.  Restricted fund balance includes amounts from 

Reserves.  The total Restricted Fund balance included in the 2016 Budget is $450,000.  Some 
amounts will be used in the General Fund Budget; other amounts will be transferred to the 
Capital Fund Budget.   
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I have included $300,000 from the City’s Retirement Reserve towards the annual unfunded 
retirement liability allocated to the General Fund.  Current reserve amounts are $453,386.  I 
am recommending the use of 2014 fund balance excess to replenish this reserve.  
 
The Capital Committee recommended that $50,000 from the Building Reserve Fund be 
used to support City building repairs/upgrades.  It also recommended that $100,000 from the 
Parkland Reserve be used to support the Waterfront property development.  The City 
should use its full range of financial resources to fund capital projects under this budget 
rather than rely solely on property tax, and I support these Capital Budget 
recommendations.  
 

• Assigned Fund Balance - $276,913 decrease.  Assigned fund balance is comprised of 
amounts intended to be used by a governing body for a specific purpose.  Though not as 
formal as the establishment of a Reserve, an assignment does serve to restrict funds for a 
specific purpose.   
 
The total Assigned Fund balance included in the 2015 Budget was $276,913, which included 
all remaining proceeds from the sale of properties through the in rem foreclosure process, in 
accordance with the August 28, 2012 Council Resolution governing the use of those funds.3  
These funds have been depleted and no other Assigned Fund Balance is included in the 
2016 Comprehensive Budget.    
 
It is likely that the 2016 Adopted Budget will be amended throughout the year using 
Assignments for Fund Balance, such as the Assignment for the Payment of Prior Year Taxes 
in the event of the settlement of an Article 7 tax certiorari case or the Assignment for 
Contract Settlement in the case that an expired employee contract is settled.  

 
• Unassigned Fund Balance - $80,000 decrease.  Unassigned fund balance is all fund balance 

remaining that is not classified or restricted and can be made available for any purpose.  The 
total Unassigned Fund balance included in the 2016 Budget is $300,000.  $240,000 is 
available for any purpose; $60,000 is used to pay Vernon Ice Rink Debt per Council action.4   
 
 

To use fund balance effectively, we must be aware of two possible consequences.  First, 
these funds will not be included in the year end-tally of revenue versus expenses.  Second, 
these resources may not exist for the 2017 Budget and beyond.  They will have to be replaced 
or expenses decreased in order to support our current aggregate of operating and capital needs.  
Reducing dependence on fund balance in the general operating budget is a prudent budgeting 
objective. 

 
 

                                                           
3 The Resolution stated that proceeds from the sale of properties are to be used “for property tax relief for the 
citizens of Saratoga Springs for the 2014 budget year, and thereafter”.  $76,913 supported the General Fund, and 
$200,000 was transferred to the Debt Service Fund.   
4 Original Council vote: 04/15/97; revised Council votes 12/17/02 and 09/18/12. 
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OTHER REVENUE SOURCES-INCREASES.  Increases in other revenue sources are 
briefly summarized as follows:  

 
• SAFER Grant - $541,911 increase.  SAFER is a federal grant that allows for reimbursement 

of all wages and benefits for firefighters hired under its sponsorship.  This amount covers the 
wages and benefits for 8 new firefighters budgeted in the Public Safety Department.  SAFER 
amounts total $541,911. 
 

• Interfund Transfer in - $144,120 increase.  The Water and Sewer Funds have established fees 
to pay back a loan from the General Fund ($75,328 and $68,792, respectively).  Amounts 
collected have been included in the 2016 Comprehensive Budget at $141,120. 
 

• Hotel Occupancy Tax - $140,108 increase.  Hotel occupancy revenue is trending upward, 
currently showing a 21% increase over 2014 amounts collected.  This has been increased by 
about 3% over 2015 projections and included in the 2016 Comprehensive Budget at 
$690,108. 
 

• Building Permits - $50,000 increase.  Building permit revenue has been greater than amounts 
budgeted for several years.  The 2014 and 2015 budgets were correct to reflect this trend; 
amounts continue to grow.  Accordingly, building permit revenue has been increased to 
$350,000. 

 
• Franchise Tax - $45,000 increase.  Franchise tax collected in 2015 thus far is about 9.6% 

higher than amounts budgeted.  Accordingly, this has been increased to about amounts 
projected for 2015 year end and included in the 2016 Comprehensive Budget at $545,000. 
 

• County Aid for the Transfer Station - $35,000 increase.  In 2015 the City signed a revised 
contract to take over certain duties and obligations in connection with County recycling.  In 
return, the County agreed to reimburse the City in the amount of $35,000, as budgeted in the 
2016 Comprehensive Budget.  

 
• Ambulance Transport Charges - $25,000 increase.  The City and the public continue to reap 

the benefits of the highly successful Ambulance program.  Revenue continues to increase 
and, more importantly, public safety services have been improved. Ambulance transport fees 
are included in the 2016 Comprehensive Budget at $800,000. 

 
• Fire Inspection Fees – $22,750 increase.  The Fire department has increased its fire 

inspections and revenue from this service is now budgeted at $60,000. 
 

• Special Events Overtime - $15,000 increase.  Public Safety estimates that the revenue from 
Special events overtime will increase based on more events and contract updates.  Amounts 
budgeted are $30,000. 
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• Rental – Vernon and Weibel Ice Rinks – $20,000 increase.  For the second consecutive year, 
rental fees for each ice rink are expected to increase by $10,000.  Amounts budgeted in the 
2016 Comprehensive Budget for Vernon are $170,000; amounts budgeted for Weibel are 
$355,000. 

 
 

OTHER REVENUE SOURCES-DECREASES.  Decreases in other revenue sources are 
summarized as follows:    
 
• Utilities Tax - $70,000 decrease (total 2016 budgeted amounts, $430,000). 

 
• Truck Enforcement Fines - $11,000 decrease (total 2016 budgeted amounts, $5,000). 

 
• Planning Board Fees - $10,800 decrease (total 2016 budgeted amounts, $100,000). 

 
• Compost Material Sales - $10,000 decrease (total 2016 budgeted amounts, $50,000). 

 
• Finance Department Fees - $9,000 decrease (total 2016 budgeted amounts, $76,000). 

 
• Visitors Center Revenue - $7,950 decrease (total budgeted amount, $0). 

 
• Ambulance Advanced Life Support - $5,000 decrease (total budgeted amount, $5,000). 

 
• Interest and Penalties on Property Tax - $5,000 decrease (total budgeted amount, $210,000). 

 
 
The City of Saratoga Springs has a combined tax rate – property tax supports both the 

General fund (our operating budget) and the Debt service fund (the budget which reflects 
principal and interest payments on amounts bonded for capital projects).  Accordingly, the 
Capital and corresponding Debt Service funds must also be considered in light of our 
property tax burden and the City’s essential needs.   
 

 
 
Capital and Debt Service Budgets 

 
 CAPITAL BUDGET.  The Capital Budget process involves a thorough review 

and ranking of the City’s Capital needs over the next 6 years.  The 2016 Comprehensive Budget 
includes the requested capital projects recommended by the Capital Committee and approved by 
the City Council.  There are 21 projects and two placeholders for projects.   

 
The total project cost for all 23 Capital projects is $5,874,094.  Of this, about $5,169,324 

will be bonded through the Debt Service Fund; $319,770 will be covered by the Recreation Trust 
Fund; $100,000 will be covered by State grants; $100,000 will be covered by donations; 
$100,000 will be covered by the Parkland Reserve; $50,000 will be drawn from the Building 
Reserve Fund; $35,000 is from the City School District.  
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There are no projects funded through the Water or Sewer Fund budgets for budget year 
2016.5  Water and Sewer capital requests were deferred to 2017 by the Public Works department 
to allow for time to complete current projects.  It is good project management to consider staff 
and operations capacity when preparing for projects, and I stress the need to plan rather than 
react for critical needs. It is anticipated the 2016 Budget will be amended next year as 
circumstances dictate.  Urgency and timing are reviewed when considering capital budget 
amendments.    

 
The top four priorities in the 2016 Comprehensive Budget are those designated by the 

Capital Committee, and include three of the four top priorities of the City’s Safety Committee:  
  
 

  
PROJECT 

TOTAL 
PROJECT 

COST 

BONDED 
AMOUNT 

1. SS Police Dept 911 System $202,100 $202,100 
2. Ambulance $165,000 $165,000 
3. Stryker Powered Stretcher Ambulance $58,037 $58,037 
4. Saratoga Arts Council Foundation 

Drainage Gallery & Theatre Entrance $327,000 $327,000 
 
 
The remaining projects included in the 2016 Comprehensive Budget are listed in the 

order of the Capital Committee priorities:  
 
 

  PROJECT 

TOTAL 
PROJECT 

COST 
BONDED 
AMOUNT OTHER FUNDING SOURCES 

5. Sewer Jet Machine $252,000 $252,000 
6. Road Striping Truck Replacement $178,218 $178,218 
7. Security System Infrastructure $55,011 $55,011 
8. Playgrounds and Facilities $500,000 $0 $300,000  Recreation Trust 

$200,000  
State 
Grants/Donations 

9. Dump Truck w/ Plow and Spreader 
(replace #11) $174,000 $174,000 

10. Skate Park $19,770 $0 $19,770 Recreation Trust 
11. City Buildings and Facilities Repairs 

and Upgrades $300,000 $250,000 $50,000 Building Reserve 
12. Chassis Cab with Boom  (International; 

replace #29) $137,000 $137,000 
13. Canfield Casino Rehabilitation 

Program $350,000 $350,000 

                                                           
5 Principal and interest payments on bonds for Water and Sewer projects are supported by the Water Sewer Funds, 
respectively, and paid for by user fees.  Each fund now has a Reserve for Capital Improvements which is funded by 
a special fee for capital improvements that is recited in the annual Water and Sewer Rates Resolutions. 
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14. Ice Resurfacer Machine (Zamboni) $134,958 $134,958 
15. Dump Truck w/ Plow and Spreader 

(International; replace #38) $89,000 $89,000 
16. Loader/Tool Carrier Machine (replace 

#51) $162,000 $162,000 
17. Complete Streets/Greenbelt Trail 

Implementation $100,000 $0 $100,000 Parkland Reserve 
18. City Way-Finding Program $100,000 $100,000 
19. East Side Storm Water Project Phase 

II, III, IV, V $250,000 $250,000 
20. Waterfront Park Redevelopment $120,000 $120,000 
21. East Side and West Side Rec 

Improvements  $35,000 $35,000 
School District 
Contract 

 
 
Placeholders.  The two placeholders include 1.  a late year 2015 Capital Budget 

amendment for the Pitney Farm project which will have its affect on the 2016 tax levy, and 2.  
the Landfill at Weibel Avenue project, for which amounts can only be estimated at this time:   

 
• Pitney Farm has a total project cost to the City of $1,165,000.  The City will 

purchase development rights via a conservation easement to designated acreage on 
the Pitney Family Farm.  The farm land itself will be owned by Saratoga Plan, 
purchased by the organization for a separate and additional cost.  The 2015 Capital 
Budget was amended in June to include the purchase of the development rights, after 
the City had gone out to bond for all 2015 projects.  Therefore, the bonded amount 
will be included in the 2016 bond bid and the cost will be borne by the 2016 Budget.   
 
The source of the bonding authority for this project is the Open Space Bond Act, 
which allows the City to bond up to $5,000,000 for eligible open space projects. After 
this purchase, the remaining Open Space Bonding authority will be approximately 
$260,000.  
 

• Landfill at Weibel Avenue has an estimated project cost of $1,000,000.  These 
amounts cover potential liability and remediation due to boundary and dumping 
issues wrought under a former administration.  

 
 
DEBT SERVICE BUDGET.  The Debt Service Budget reflects principal and interest 

payments on all the City’s outstanding bonds for capital projects except those included in the 
Water and Sewer Funds.  Revenue used to support the Debt Service Budget’s expenditures 
include property tax, as well as other Council approved sources.   

 
The total proposed 2016 Debt Service budget is $3,636,864.  The main revenue source 

supporting these expenditures is property tax in the amount of $2,576,546.  This is a decrease of 
$60,824 over the prior year tax levy.   

 



14 
 

Various other Debt Service Fund revenue sources total $1,060,318, and include the 
Reserve Fund for the Payment of Bonded Indebtedness, Recreation Trust fund, certain Planning 
Board and Ice Rink Debt fees, and interest on investments.   Under the City’s self imposed 2% 
debt limit and after subtracting amounts already bonded and not excludable, the amount available 
to bond in 2016 is an estimated $40,058,973. 

 
The City of Saratoga Springs retained one of its highest bond ratings to date in the spring 

of 2015.  Standard & Poor’s Rating Services sustained the City’s rating of “AA+”.  In addition, it 
gave the City a “stable outlook” as well as a financial management practice assessment of 
“good”.  This is a high rating for a municipality and it served the City well when our Bond Issue 
went out to bid.  S&P expressed faith in the City’s management, stating “Given Saratoga 
Springs’s demonstrated ability to produce strong budgetary performances, and the city’s strong 
management conditions with good financial management policies, we expect the city to maintain 
at least a strong budgetary performance over the next two years. … In our opinion, the city's 
strong management conditions rooted in good financial management policies and practices 
provide stability to the rating.”  It also anticipated raising the bond rate if the City continues to 
maintain its very strong performance while mitigating the effects of fixed costs associated with 
long term liabilities. 

 
 

 
2014 Fund Balance Excess – Recommendations 

 
As Finance Commissioner, I am tasked with making recommendations in case of an 

excess (or a deficiency) in fund balance based on year-end audited figures.  It has been 
announced that there is an excess fund balance for the 2014 fiscal year of $1,538,137 dollars.   
Since my recommendations are part of the 2016 Comprehensive Budget, I will present 
these here in full.  I recommend both saving and investing funds for the taxpayers as 
follows: 
 
 
� Assignment for costs (excluding legal fees) associated with the settlement of City 

employment contracts or resolutions, including salaries, other negotiated contract 
terms, and NYS retirement expenses, in an amount of up to $380,000.   

 
This Assignment will be available until all expired contracts have been settled, or 
until the year-end 2016, whichever occurs first, at which time all amounts remaining 
shall go to the Reserve Fund for the Payment of Bonded Indebtedness.        

 
o Four employee contracts will be unsettled at the end of 2015.  Two will have been 

expired for two years and one for three.  All seven may again be unsettled by the 
end of 2016. 

 
o The City has no combination of revenues that can keep pace with multiple years 

of wages, and little way of anticipating when and how much to be prepared.  
Funds must be available in the event of re-negotiation and settlement, and they 
must be available for the abrupt budget re-alignment this will generate.   
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o Amounts to cover settlements have been budgeted in the last three budgets in 

addition to assignments of fund balance. The current assignment will be available 
to bring all outstanding contracts up to date.  Any remainder will go to a Reserve 
Fund for the Payment of Bonded Indebtedness. 

 
 This Assignment has become critical to smoothing budget transitions as we settle 
long-standing contracts.  I have provided the means for the current administration to 
complete contract negotiations; as I have said each year, it is up to the Mayor’s Office to 
get the job done. 
 
 
 
� Contribution to the Reserve Fund for the Payment of Bonded Indebtedness in the 

amount of $400,000. 
 

Debt service is critical to capital infrastructure and improvement, and largely dependent 
on property tax.  Balancing general fund needs with capital needs will be an ongoing issue in the 
City’s budget management, and this reserve will help provide tax stabilization in those years 
when it may be needed most.  Current Amount:  $440,503.  New Amount:  $840,503.  
Amounts used in the 2016 Comprehensive Budget:  $500,000.  
 
 
 
� Contribution to the Retirement Reserve in the amount of $300,000. 
 

While this year was an exception, the New York State mandated contribution has 
increased almost every year since its inception. The City’s must protect itself from future hikes 
in the employer mandated contribution, and replenishing the retirement reserve is an excellent 
way to do so.  Current Amount:  $453,386.  New Amount:  $753,386.  Amounts used in the 
2016 Comprehensive Budget:  $300,000. 
 
 
 
� Contribution to the Capital Reserve for Buildings in the amount of $200,000. 
 

The City’s Capital Reserve for Buildings has been critical to capital improvements, 
covering unexpected contingencies for large projects and allowing smaller projects to be paid for 
without incurring interest costs.  Historic and older buildings are challenging under any 
circumstances, and good opportunities can be as unpredictable as disasters.  The Capital Reserve 
for Buildings was tapped in 2013-2014 due to a large Police Department infrastructure 
renovation, and it should be maintained to meet the City’s needs.  Current Amount:  $347,950.  
New Amount:  $547,950.  Amounts used in the 2016 Comprehensive Budget:  $50,000. 
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� Assignment for IT Initiatives and One-time Projects in the amount of $258,137.     
 

I am nearing the end of a long statement with one of the most important matters that I 
will bring to you this evening.   This City must invest in its Information Technology 
capacities and I intend to ensure that we are as technologically prepared and competitive as 
possible in 2016 and beyond.   

 
I do not need to point out that virtually every daily operation, project, plan, or 

vision involves IT  – laptops in police vehicles, security cameras on Caroline St., body cameras 
on police officers, parking ticket laser guns, Tasers, e-911, Nixel notification systems, payroll 
time and attendance software, financial management systems, GPS for real property assessments, 
tablets for building code enforcers, City Council meeting agenda software, Web-casts, cash 
registers, credit card operations, scanners, printers, desktops, projectors, e-mail, information 
archives, and the people’s portal to all City government – the City website. 

 
Broader than internal City operations, the City must be also be ready to participate 

in City-wide high-quality broadband.  This is vital to our business economy as well as the 
health, safety and public welfare of our citizens and visitors. Over time and into the future, high-
speed internet access has become necessary rather than optional infrastructure.  It is a universal 
and essential resource that we depend on already, and I intend to see that the City is positioned to 
develop effective broadband Internet and next-generation networking.  This has City-wide 
implications and community-wide benefits that I am committed to bringing to Saratoga 
Springs.  

 
 
Fund balance excess varies each year.  I have strengthened the City’s fund balance 

policy to raise the standard and lower the amount available as “excess”.  It is important to 
use the investment opportunities that we have now, and to consider the future in doing so.   

 
 

Real Property Tax   
 

The total real property tax is as significant to the citizens of Saratoga Springs as the 
policy and programs that it supports.  It is the first and last piece of the budget - considered at the 
outset of a budget plan and finalized at the conclusion of a budget plan.   

 
The real property tax levy, tax rate, and amount of taxes paid are different but related 

items.  The tax levy is the total amount of money raised by charging a tax on real property.  The 
tax rate is the amount paid for every $1,000 of assessed real property value.  It is determined by 
the tax levy and the total assessed value of all taxable property.  The tax paid is the tax rate as it 
is applied to an individual’s property, and this is determined by the individual’s assessed 
property value. 

 
 
PROPERTY TAX LEVY CAP.  The 2016 Budget year marks the fifth year of the cap 

imposed by New York State on the property tax levy.  This caps the growth of the total tax levy 
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from year to year and provides the parameter for the City’s tax rate.  The NY State property tax 
levy cap formula allows a total property tax levy of $19,440,494.   

 
 

NYS PROPERTY TAX LEVY CAP FORMULA 

  
Calculation 

Factors  2016 

Prior Fiscal Year Tax Levy (12/31/15)   $18,887,797 

Multiplied by  Tax Base Growth Factor 1.0065 $19,010,568 

Plus PILOTs Receivable in the Prior Fiscal Year (12/31/15) $95,066  $19,105,634 

Multiplied by Allowable Levy Growth Factor 1.0073 $19,245,105 

Plus Carry-Over from 2015 (up to 1.5%) $287,737 $19,532,842 

Minus PILOTS Receivable in Next Fiscal Year (12/31/16) $92,348 $19,440,494 

Plus Levy Increase Allowable for % Pension Payments      

TRS $0.00    

ERS $0.00    

PFRS $0.00   

Total Exclusions $0 $19,440,494 

      

Total allowable Tax Levy Limit –all Funds (Adjusted)   $19,440,494 
 
 
PROPERTY TAX LEVIES.  The City has four property tax levies: the General Fund, the 

Debt Service Fund, and two Special Assessment Districts.   All four combined must be equal to 
or less than the tax levy cap.  The 2016 total of these four is $19,004,070 (General Fund 
$16,264,568, Debt Service Fund $2,576,546, and Special Assessment Districts $162,957).  This 
is allowable under the Property Tax cap, and may result in carry-over to 2017.    

 
 
COMBINED TAX RATES.    The proposed tax levies and corresponding tax rates are 

shown below: 
 

2016 PROPOSED PROPERTY TAX RATE 

Proposed General Fund Tax Levy: $16,264,567.73 

Proposed Debt Service Fund Tax Levy: $2,576,545.55 

Proposed Combined Tax Levy: $18,841,113.28 
    
Proposed Capital Tax Rate $0.8238 

Proposed Inside District Tax Rate $5.2356 

Proposed Outside District Tax Rate $5.1583 
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Proposed Combined Inside Tax Rate: $6.0593 

Proposed Combined Outside Tax Rate: $5.9820 
  

Inside District-Percent Change -0.18% 

Outside District-Percent Change -0.10% 

Average Percent Change:  -0.14% 
 
 
Under the 2016 Comprehensive Budget, Saratoga Springs taxpayers will receive a 

0.14% tax decrease.  The 2016 Comprehensive Budget offers the citizens of Saratoga 
Springs excellent City services and a decrease in the tax rate.   

 
 
PROPERTY TAX FREEZE CREDIT.  The 2016 Budget year marks the second year of 

a new State program known as the Property Tax Freeze Credit.   If the City stays within the tax 
levy cap and receives State approval of a timely Government Efficiencies Plan, qualified 
homeowners will receive a Freeze Credit equal to the greater of:  

 

� the actual increase in their homeowner’s tax bill,    OR  

� the previous year’s tax bill multiplied by the allowable tax levy growth factor 
(0.73% for the City’s 2016 fiscal year).   

 
The Freeze Credit will be received regardless of whether property tax increases or decreases.   
 

 
Home Assessed for $350,000 (inside district) 

  2016 Bill $2,120.77   

WHICH IS 

GREATER 

 

  2015 Bill $2,124.54  

minus 2015 Bill $2,124.54  multiply 

Allowable Levy 

Growth Factor 0.73% 

    ($3.78)      $15.51  

   

Homeowner's Tax Decrease = ($3.78) 

Homeowner’s previous bill x 0.73% = $15.51 

***** 

Homeowner's Freeze Credit = $15.51 

 

   
 
Under the 2016 Comprehensive Budget, Saratoga Springs taxpayers will receive a 

0.14% tax decrease, as well as a rebate through the NYS Freeze Credit.  
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Every budget season has its own story, but my overarching goals have stayed the same.  I 

have been committed to maintaining a stable tax rate each year of my tenure and remain so 
now.  The 2013 and 2014 budgets laid the groundwork to restore essential services and capital 
investments to the City of Saratoga Springs.  The 2015 budget fostered the City’s excellent 
services while sustaining its fiscal health.   

 
I believe that the 2016 Comprehensive Budget is an example of setting priorities in 

the face of difficult choices.  This is our responsibility as a City Council.  I have provided 
you with a strategy for success.  

  
 

 
 

 
 
Conclusion 

 
The 2016 Comprehensive Budget is before you.  I ask you to consider your obligation 

as a Council to our citizens and taxpayers, visitors and employees. Leadership now will 
affect years to come.   The 2016 Comprehensive Budget represents the leadership required 
to fulfill our responsibilities in a financially responsible manner.   
 

Before I close, I would like to personally thank my fellow Council members – 
Commissioner Mathiesen, Commissioner Scirocco, Commissioner Franck, and Mayor Yepsen.    
I believe that we all approach our tasks with only the best at heart for the City of Saratoga 
Springs.  I look forward to the 2016 Comprehensive Budget season, and thank you for your 
dedication to the City of Saratoga Springs. 




