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ABOUT THIS GUIDE

More than 12,500 print and broadcast journalists have participated in seminars and
workshops organized by the Rutgers Journalism Resources Institute since its beginnings
in 1979. JRI is a unit in the School of Communication. Information and Library Studies

(SCILS) and serves as the outreach arm of the Department of Journalism and Media
Studies.

One major focus of JRI is on the needs of newspaper, magazine, television and radio
professionals in New Jersey and the tri-state region, which led the institute to develop a
seminar on local budget reporting starting in 1995

The first edition of this guide to local budget coverage was developed in 1996 by Robert
Comstock, a veteran New Jersey journalist who served as assistant director of JRI for
more than a decade, in cooperation with the volunteer team of journalists and government
officials who helped create what has become an annual event cosponsored with the New
Jersey Press Association.

This second edition you have in your hands is the result of revisions and additions
suggested by some of those same journalists and officials, as well as some new ones who
have joined as presenters in more recent seminars. Guy T. Baehr, another veteran New
Jersey journalist, who succeeded Comstock in 2002, has overseen this new edition’s
editing and production.

As with the first edition, this practical guide will be of assistance to journalists already in
the field, and to students who are preparing to join them in the print and broadcast media.

We also think it will provide the citizens of New Jersey with insights into how budgets
come together at the local level and how they are translated into informative news stories.

Like the first edition, this edition is a work in progress. Please send us any corrections or
suggestions for additions or improvements.

Professor John V. Pavlik, Director

Guy T. Baehr, Associate Director
Journalism Resources Institute

Rutgers, The State University or New J ersey
185College Avenue

New Brunswick, NJ 08901

Website: www.scils.rutgers.edu/jri
E-mail: jri@scils.rutgers.edu
Tel:(732) 932-7500 x 8024

Fax: (732) 932-8123



INTRODUCTION

This brief guide is designed to assist reporters assigned to cover municipal or school
district budgets. Their primary task is to make sense of the blizzard of numbers and
technical jargon to inform the public what will be done with its property tax dollars and
what will be left undone.

But that’s only the beginning. It is often even more difficult to find ways of writing
budget stories so they will interest anyone other than addicted government buffs.

And sometimes reporters face a challenge in persuading their editors to allocate the time
or newshole needed to get beyond the obligatory, bare-bones introduction/adoption
stories and let the reader/voter know what’s really behind budgetary decisions and what
the result may well be.

Relatively few young reporters would opt to cover municipal or school budgets if they
had a choice. But they don’t. And it is important work and a significant responsibility.

Many decisions of municipal governing bodies and school boards have direct impacts —
large and small — on people’s lives. And the only way people find out in time to have a
say in such decisions is, in most instances, through the work of the local reporter.

Coherent accounts of what happens at official meetings are a good start, but it is not
enough. The reporter cannot count on informed citizens turning out to ask pertinent

questions that produce useful answers. The reporter must know what questions to ask and
ask them.

The explanations and advice presented here were drawn from annual budget workshops
conducted by the Journalism Resources Institute at Rutgers University in association with
the New Jersey Press Association.

We are indebted to the journalists and government officials who have generously shared
their experience and expertise as leaders of these workshops:

Claude Deltieure, News Editor, The Record

Art Weissman, Trenton Bureau Chief, 4sbury Park Press

Kathleen Casey, Middlesex County Editor, Star-Ledger

Marc Pfeiffer, Deputy Director, NJ Division of Local Government Services

Jan Barry, Reporter, The Record

John N. Kolesar, former Managing Editor, Courier-Post

R. Gregory Quirk, Assistant Superintendent, Old Bridge Public Schools

Robert Casey, Executive Director, New Jersey Municipal Management Association
Tara Kane, former reporter, The Record

Henry A. Coleman, Director, Center for Government Services, Rutgers University

It has been said that the nervous public official lives in the greatest fear of a) the reporter
who knows too much and b) the reporter who knows too little. An important goal of the
budget seminars and this guide is to reduce the number of reporters in the second
category and increase the number in the first.
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SOURCES, HUMAN AND OTHERWISE
Key sources on the budget beat should include:

The finance chairs of the governing body and the school board,
The municipal administrator by whatever title, where there is one;
The municipal clerk:

The school business administrator or superintendent.

These officials can make a complex reporting job much easier to handle. Or they can
prove to be serious roadblocks in the pursuit of information.

The budget process begins in October for most units on a calendar year and shortly after
March for those on a fiscal year. That’s when to ask for a look at preliminary budget
figures, and year to date spending, but not at a meeting of the board or council. Make a
date to meet key officials to look over these figures.

When looking at year-to-date spending, recognize that shortfalls in one area of the budget
are routinely “covered” by excesses in others. If funds are not available due to
unexpected circumstances, “emergency appropriations” are permitted to ensure the total
budget remains balanced. Of interest however, would be obvious shortages or repeated
under-budgeting in the same area each year, or on the case of school boards, transfers that
take place soon after the start of the year. These areas should be explored further with
finance officials.

The work sessions at which department heads present their wish lists to the finance
committee may be open to the public if the committee is a majority of the governing
body. They seldom turn out to be Page One news, but they provide a broad, insider view
of hopes and plans; a basic education in how things work. Try and fit them into your
schedule.

Some officials will give you copies of their worksheet, although they are usually not
public documents, but it never hurts to ask. Reporters should strive to know as much
about the numbers as the average council or school board member who is not on the

finance committee. That’s not setting too high a goal.

When the budget is officially introduced, most finance chairs or administrators will give
reporters copies of the summary that must be run in the local paper. Ask in addition for a
copy of the full budget. This contains much more detail and is printed in larger type. By
state statute you and any other member of the public are entitled to a copy at no cost.
Some governments are even posting it to their web site.

Other public documents that should prove helpful include:

® The annual auditor’s report, a document in which the astute reader begins with
the footnotes, where auditors express, in ever so gentle terms, any reservations
they have about the manner in which finances have been handled. The audit
report (known in schools as the Comprehensive Annual Financial Report, or



CAFR) also contains a good deal of statistical and other operating
information.

e The official statement published in connection with the town or district’s most
recent bond issue. This contains a treasure trove of data about the community,
its people, and its finances.

* The Table of Aggregates, published annually and available from the County Board of
Taxation. This provides tax rates, assessment ratios, total ratables, and rambles in various
categories for each municipality in the county. This information on all municipalities is
posted every January on the State’s Division of Local Government Services web site.
(www.nj.gov/dca/lgs)

USING NEW JERSEY’S OPEN RECORDS LAW

The State’s Open Public Records Act (OPRA) provides a wealth of opportunities for
enterprising reporters to dig into the operations of all government agencies and schools.
A wide range of financial and operational information is available for inspection or
copying.

Under the law, public agencies are required to provide immediate access to key financial
information that you may need in covering budget issues. Here’s the relevant passage
from the law: “Immediate access ordinarily shall be granted to budgets, bills, vouchers,
contracts, including collective negotiations agreements and individual employment
contracts, and public employee salary and overtime information.”

Under OPRA, a formal request must be made in writing to the agency’s designated
custodian of records. Other than for the above documents, the custodian has up to seven
business days to respond. Most agencies provide request forms similar to the model form
found on pages 22 & 23 of this guide. You must file your request using the agency’s form
unless it does not have one. As an alternative, you may use the state’s model form.
Copies of the model form are available on the website of the state’s Government Records
Council (see below).

Carefully consider the information you want to view. Some requests might tax the ability
of the staff to provide the information and could result in a service charge or denial. Feel
free to negotiate with the records custodian on how to deal with detailed requests or to
narrow down your request to the most useful information. To avoid significant copying
charges, ask to inspect the records first and then ask for copies only of those you need.

While OPRA is a useful tool for getting information that might otherwise be denied, it
can also be cumbersome. Pick carefully the battles you want to fight using OPRA. If you
can get documents with an informal without filing a written OPRA request, you'll
probably get them more quickly — and at no cost. By contrast, some officials take the
filing of an OPR A request as an unfriendly act and retaliate by taking the full seven days
to respond, even when the documents are readily available. So pick your battles carefully.
While governments are obligated to provide you information, maintaining goodwill with
local officials is a useful element of a good beat reporter’s job.

At the same time, know your rights and write stories about questionable denials of
requests for financial documents. Use the GRC’s web site (www.nj.gov/grc) for more



information on the law, including a full copy of the law and the model request form.
Check with the New Jersey Foundation for Open Government (www.njfog. org) for
advice and quotable comments on possible violations of OPRA. If your paper is a
member of the New Jersey Press Association (www.njpa.org), you can get advice and
assistance through the association’s legal hotline by calling 201- 896-4100 between 9
a.m. to 5 p.m, (Monday-Friday) or leaving a recorded message at any time on the
dedicated voice-mail line. Hotline attorneys return all calls as soon as possible. You can
also email questions to tcafferty@njlegalink.com, fax them to 201-896-8660 or write to
NIPA Legal Hotline, c/o Scarinci & Hollenbeck, 1100 Valleybrook Avenue, Lyndhurst,
NI 07071

BUDGET BASICS

New Jersey’s governmental landscape is unusual in at least two respects:

1. Every square inch of its area is part of an incorporated municipality; there are
no unincorporated rural areas.

2. Every one of the 566 municipalities encompasses at least one school district.
The school district and municipality have separate sets of officials deciding

how to spend their resources, but they have identical geographical
boundaries.

Other school districts operate regional high schools, vocational high schools and special
education schools for children with physical or learning disabilities, raising the total
number of school districts to about 618. Some school districts do not operate any schools
at all — they administer “sending district” contracts with neighboring districts.

All school districts operate on academic- or fiscal-year budgets; July | to June 30. So do
50 of the municipalities. But the vast majority of municipalities; cities, towns, boroughs,
villages, and townships budget for calendar- years; Jan. 1 to Dec, 31. Practically
speaking, there are few differences between these different types of municipalities; they
mostly have the same powers, but differ by the way the governing bodies and mayors are
chosen, their powers, and how the government is structured.

The local property tax constitutes the principal source of revenue for most municipalities
and school districts. (The exceptions are the mostly urban districts that receive extra
funding from the state under a state Supreme Court decision designed to ensure a
“thorough and efficient” education to all children in the state.) And it is the municipal tax

collector who collects this tax and the municipal assessor who assesses the value of the
property upon which it is levied.

Property taxes finance operations of the municipality that collects them, of course. But
they also finance:

e Operations of the local school district
e The municipality’s share of the costs of county government

¢ [ts share of the costs of any regional school districts, fire districts or open
space taxes

¢ Fire and other special districts



Consequently, the mayor generally gets the blame when taxes rise, even though he or she
may have little to say about how most of the tax dollars are spent by these other
government agencies. (However, note that in some cases the mayor appoints members of
the local or regional school board and so may exert influence on these appointees.)

Tax rates in New Jersey are expressed in terms of the levy on each $100 of assessed
valuation. (In Hudson County, for some reason lost to history, the rates are set in terms of
each $1,000 of valuation.)

The general tax rate is the sum of:

¢ The municipal tax rate, set by the mayor and governing body;
o The school tax rate, set by local and regional boards of education; and

e The county tax rate, set by the county boards of frecholders.
TAXABLE PROPERTY

New Jersey law says that all taxable property shall be assessed at 100 percent of market
value, but this is only rarely the case. (In practice, assessments can be off by up to 10
percent either way without sanction.) Assessors almost always assess at somewhat less
than market value, although there is widespread public misunderstanding about this.
Many counties and municipalities now use computerized systems to update assessed
value annually to better reflect market values.

Property owners can appeal their assessments to the county tax board. And assessors who
allow their assessments to fall too far (usually less than 85%) below market value will be
called to task by the tax board, which can order a revaluation of the municipality.

Revaluation are complicated and can inspire anxiety

Carrying out a revaluation means hiring an outside firm to set new assessed values on all
taxable property in town. It usually creates turmoil among taxpayers who fear that a
higher assessed value will automatically mean a higher tax bill. That should not
necessarily be the case. At least in theory, a revaluation should lower the tax bills of some
taxpayers by a composite amount equal to the hike it causes in the tax bills of others.
Some tax bills may even stay the same.

In recent decades, however, housing costs have rocketed while the value of commercial
properties has been relatively stable and that of industrial property has gone down in

many areas. As a result, revaluations generally cause homeowners to bear a greater share
of the total tax burden.

Little wonder that officials often delay revaluation programs as long as they can. It is

small compensation that the cost of a revaluation need not be paid in the current budget
but can be stretched over five years.

The computerization of the assessment process now permits annual “re-assessments”
where property sale transactions are analyzed and mathematical formulas then make
changes to property values. That keeps properties closer to the goal of 100% of market



value, without the expense of a revaluation. Not all municipalities and counties have the
capability to do this, but the practice is spreading,

Fiscal operations of local governments are closely monitored by the state. Keeping and
eye on municipalities is the Division of Local Government Services in the NJ Department
of Community Affairs. School districts fall under the watch of County Superintendents,
who are state officials reporting to the Commissioner of Education. Tax assessment
practices of local assessors and the County Boards of Taxation that supervise them, are
overseen by the State Division of Taxation’s Property Administration unit. Web sites are
also listed in the appendix.

THE BUDGET CYCLE

Municipalities begin planning their calendar-year budgets (county government track the
same calendar year schedule) in October (March for state fiscal year). Department heads
draw up preliminary plans and present them to the mayor or business administrator. In
some forms of government, these are hearings open to the public but are seldom covered
by the press.

The municipality begins the new year operating on a temporary 90-day budget that can be
extended month-to-month until the final budget is adopted. A proposed budget is
“introduced”, ideally by March and sent to Trenton for review. Officials there confirm
that expenditures do not exceed the spending cap, that all else is in compliance with the
law, and that revenue estimates are reasonable, not just a wild ho pe.

The governing body introduces the budget with a public vote and advertises it in full or at
least a summary in a legal ad, and holds an official public hearing on it at least 10 days
later.

The rules call for adoption by the end of March, but slippage often occurs.. Aware that
they will be held primarily accountable for the tax rate, the mayor and governing body
may delay to learn how school and county tax rates are shaping up and whether state aid
may change when the state budget is finally adopted.

Throughout this process, all the careful reporter’s references to next year’s taxes will call

them “estimated” or “proposed” rates or levies until final adoption of the municipal
budget.

State officials do not attempt to enforce rigid deadlines. They are primarily concerned
!:hat the municipality is making progress toward budget decisions. They can, however,
impose penalties of up to 25 a day on each member of a governing body that fails to act

on a budget starting April 1. As a last resort, the state has the power to adopt a budget or
set a tax levy for the municipality to live with.

Tax bills are supposed to be mailed in June, but sometimes do not appear until late July
or even August. They show a change (usually an increase) every six months in the

amount of the taxpayer must pay because the first and second quarter levies are estimates
while the third and fourth quarter levies are actual.



Municipalities operating on fiscal-year budgets start the process in the spring and more
frequently miss the summer deadlines. Municipalities may continue to operate on
temporary budget extensions until as late as January or February of the following year.

STATE AID TO MUNICIPALITIES

The second largest source of revenue for most municipalities is state aid. Consolidated
Municipal Property Tax Relief (CMPTRA) is the largest of five categories. The

legislature tinkers with these programs almost every year so not much can be specified in
advance.

The Energy Tax Receipts program (formerly, the gross receipts and franchise tax) is a
fixed amount, subject to annual inflationary increases authorized by the legislature.), The
current amount was based on the value of public utilities (electric, gas, water, cable
television) which operated in the municipality. For those that have electric generating

stations, water-treatment plants or other major installations, the ETR may be a major
fiscal factor.

The other municipal aid programs are the Legislative Initiative Municipal Block Grant, a
fixed amount of aid distributed by population, and the Extraordinary Aid program. This

latter program is to blunt the impact of unanticipated increases in the municipal property

tax rate. Municipalities must apply to the Division of Local Government Services who

makes decisions after a hard look at the municipality’s finances and actions taken to blunt
the increases.

SCHOOL BUDGETS ARE DIFFERENT

A major difference between schools and municipalities is that the public gets to vote on
school budgets in all but 24 of the 611 districts. The election is held on the third Tuesday
of April, unless the legislature postpones it to allow more time for its adjustment of state

aid formulas. The other 24 have school boards appointed by the mayor. These budgets are
not subject to public vote.

Schools start their planning process in January, leading to a public vote on the budget in
April. Schools follow a rigorous schedule set forth by the Department of Education;
because of the public referendum on the budget, late budgets are not an issue. A
conscientious reporter will cultivate the chair of the Board’s Finance Committee and
School Business Administrator as sources and background on school budget issues.

The public does not vote on the total budget. It is asked to approve the amount to be
raised from property taxes, the school tax levy. The district may spend twice as much or
more with revenues from state aid, tuition, rentals, and a variety of other fees and

fundraisers. Debt service is no voted on annually. Reporters should make this distinction
clear to the voter/reader.

WHEN SCHOOL BUDGETS ARE DEFEATED

If voters reject a school budget, the decision to set a school tax levy passes to the
governing body of the municipality. The governing body usually cuts the amount of taxes

9



to be raised for schools, but it cannot cut specific programs. The school board can spend
the reduced revenue as it sees fit.

When a school budget is defeated by the voters, the school board is required to provide a
great deal of information to the governing body, and the alert reporter will gain valuable
insights from this exchange.

The information, called “Defeated Budget Information” must be sent to the municipality
within two days of the certification of election results. In practice, districts usually send
the information to the municipality and to the County Superintendent within two days of
the school election.

The information is extensive and includes:

* A complete line item budget, including actual expenditures for the previous
school year, current year budget and proposed year budget submitted to the voters

* Copies of additional spending proposals

* A copy of the district’s annual report submitted to the Commissioner

* A copy of the district’s most recent audit

¢ The narrative explanation and documentation provided to the public for spending
in excess of the minimum required under the state “Thorough & Efficient” (T&E)
rules
An explanation of any actions to reallocate or direct additional expenditures
Number of current staff and projected staff for the next school year
Pupil enrollment by grade as of June 30 of the past school year, October 15 of the
current school year and projected for October of the next school year

* Salary schedules for all employees

* Number of schools and classrooms in each, with pupil capacity of each room

* Tuition received and paid for current and future year

* Advertised budget for next school year

* A substantiation of need for any proposed capital projects

* Applicable portions of the Comparative Spending Guide and School Report Card

L]

Rationale for any new positions, new programs, new equipment or major line item
Increases

The school district administration and municipality must meet to review the Defeated
Budget Information in order to reach a decision on the tax levy. Ifthe tax levy certified
by the municipality is less than the amount proposed by the board of education. the
municipal body identifies specific line-item reductions, however the board of education is
not bound to them, but only to the total amount.

The municipal governing body must certify that the revised budget is sufficient to
provide a thorough and efficient education. In instances where a budget is at or reduced
to an amount below the minimum T&E level, the governing body must also include a
specific written explanation as to why each reduction made will not adversely affect T&E

or stability. All such budgets are subject to automatic review by the Commissioner of
Education.



In instances where the board of education has placed separate proposals for additional
spending before the voters, if the questions are approved, the municipality must certify
the additional amounts as part of the general fund tax levy, even if the base budget is
defeated.

If the questions are defeated, the rejected questions must be submitted to the municipality
for determination of the amount, if any, that should be certified as part of the tax levy.
Actions taken by the governing body with regard to defeated separate questions are not
eligible for restoration through application to the commissioner.

STATE CAPS ON LOCAL BUDGETS

The growth of both municipal and school district budgets is limited by state-imposed
caps. The 2004 cap for municipalities limits increases to no more than 2.5 percent or the
percentage increase in the Consumer Price Index (CPI), which ever is smaller. However,
some items are immune from this restriction: they are “outside the cap.”

Municipal exceptions include: debt service, capital improvements, grant matches, costs
associated with municipal courts, 911 emergency telephone systems or library
contributions. Recently the legislature placed costs for all forms of insurance and
domestic security costs outside the cap.

A governing body can seek voters’ approval to exceed the cap for specific purposes if it
dares. Or it can increase to 5 percent by enacting an index-rate ordinance. Municipalities
with tax rates of 10 cents or less are exempt from caps. And municipalities whose
budgets reflect an increase of less than the 5 percent limit can bank the difference for use
in future years,

AGAIN, SCHOOLS ARE DIFFERENT

School budget caps are more complex. A school district’s maximum permitted net
budget before adjustments is limited to an increase over the prior year’s net budget of 2.5
percent or the percentage increase of the Consumer Price Index (CPI), which ever is
larger. However, districts can ask voters to raise the cap in a special election, or apply to
the Commissioner of Education for Spending Growth Limitation Adjustments, also called
“cap waivers,” under five eligible criteria: changes in enrollment; certain capital outlay
expenditures; expenditures for pupil transportation services; special education costs per

pupil in excess of $40,000 or expenditures for opening a new school facility in the budget
year.

School districts may also apply for Commissioner Growth Limitation Adjustments under
three eligible criteria: use of early childhood program aid; use of demonstrably effective
program aid or increase in tuition

School budgets and municipal budgets are different in other ways. A board of education
can transfer funds from one account to another at any time; municipal governing bodies
cannot do so until Nov. 1, ifon a calendar-year budget, or April 1, ifona fiscal-year.
And municipalities can never transfer finds that are outside the cap. But, if left unspent,
these funds can lapse into surplus and be available to help balance the next year’s budget.
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The same is true of all unspent funds; they become part of the surplus with which the
budget makers begin their task. The same is true in reverse. When a sudden,
unanticipated expense arises, it can be covered by passing an emergency resolution, but
the cost must be made up by including it in next year’s budget. Some deferred expenses
may be paid off over five years.

The budgetary debates are waged over discretionary spending, a relatively small portion
of the total budget. Most of next year’s expenses are set in stone. This is the case with
debt service expenses and with salaries covered by union contracts. Buildings must be
heated. Electricity is not optional. State law requires busing students under certain
conditions, And there are many other expenses that cannot be avoided or reduced, such as
health insurance. This is a harsh reality that will come as news to most readers.

There sometimes appears to be an inverse relationship between the time spent on a
budget item and the size of the expense involved.

ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF BUDGET STORIES

Heads-up budget coverage will take many forms, with separate stories exploring
proposed projects, bookkeeping tricks, potential results of specific programs, track
records of others, and hot topics of disagreement.

But certain essential elements must be presented, not in every story, but prominently and
clearly in any responsible coverage of the budget process. Leading the coverage should
be explanations of changes from the previous year’s budget for each item.

These include:

o Total general appropriations, every dollar that the governmental unit plans
to spend in the year ahead, including funds left over from the previous year..

¢ Amount to be raised by taxation, that portion of the total that will come
from property taxes, how much and why it is more or less than the current
budget provides, and what effect it will have on the property tax rate. It's
worth calculating how much the average residential taxpayer will pay and
how much more or less the amount will be than it was last year.

¢ Anticipated revenues, the money expected to come from state and federal
aid, license fees, fines, parking meters, tuition, and all other sources, together
with a look at the data on which these estimates are based.

e Anticipated surplus, the cash balance expected at the end of the current year

and available for anticipation in the new budget and the difference from the
previous year.

+ Capital budget, usually a 6-year-plan for land acquisition, construction, and
purchase of motor vehicles and other major equipment, including plans for
how to pay for it. Looking at the previous year’s plan and assessing what was
done (or not done) during the year, and comparing it with the current plan can
be a good source of stories.

¢ Salaries and wages, plus associated fringe benefits, to be paid to all staffers
next year.
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s+ Other expenses, which includes such items as utilities, supplies, insurance,
professional services and debt service.

e Effect on the tax rate, the increase or, rarely, decrease in the tax rate that
would result from adoption of the particular budget under discussion.

Make it clear to readers that the school tax rate, by itself, or the municipal tax rate, by
itself, does not constitute the entire local tax rate. Each is a part of the whole.

The total tax rate is computed by the county board of taxation only after adoption of:
¢ The local school budget
e The municipal budget
¢ The county budget
e The regional school budget, where applicable
e The fire or other special district budget, where applicable

Until that happens, stories about individual budgets should specify:

e The proposed school budget would add 28 cents to the current tax rate of
$3.84 for every $100 of assessed valuation. School taxes would increase $420
on a house assessed at $150,000.

or

e Taxes for municipal purposes would increase $180 on a house assessed at
$150,000 under the $17.4-million municipal budget introduced last night. It
would cause a 12-cent hike in the tax rate.

A tax rate of $3.84 means that a property owner will pay $3.84 for each $100 of assessed
valuation. This is figured by dropping the last two zeros from the assessed value and
multiplying by the tax rate. So, the calculation to find the amount of taxes to be paid on a
house assessed at $150,000 would be figured this way, with the answer being $5,760.

1,500 X 3.84 = 5,760

To compute the increase in taxes that would result from adoption of a proposed school
budget, multiply the proposed hike in the school tax rate by the assessed value of a
typical home, expressed in hundreds. So, if the proposed tax rate is $0.28 higher than the
current tax rate, the calculation to find the amount of additional taxes to be paid on a
house assessed at $150,000 would be figured this way, with the answer being $420.

0.28 X 1,500 = 420

Proposed expenditures should be compared, not to the amounts appropriated for the
previous year, but to the amounts that were actually paid or charged to a specific account.
If you are writing before the new budget year begins, compare proposed expenditures to
the current estimate of what will be spent in each portion of the budget. If there are
significant differences, explain why.
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Similarly, anticipated revenues should be compared to revenues actually realized in the
previous year, not to the amounts anticipated in that previous year’s budget. If there are
significant differences, explain why.

Municipal utilities (i.e., water or sewer systems, swimming pool) must be self-
liquidating; that is, have self-generating revenues equal to budget revenues, They may
even realize a profit, thereby easing the burden on taxpayers. If the utility serves more
than one municipality with more than 1,000 customers, it falls under jurisdiction of the
state Board of Utility Regulation. If a utility is operating in the red and officials refuse to
raise the rates, the difference must be made up out of property taxes.

When a school district or municipality borrows money by issuing bonds, it must I::egi’n
paying off those bonds under a specified schedule. This requires an annual line item in
the budget for debt service.

Some other questions that can be a part of budget stories:

e What is the status of labor agreements? Are any union negotiations under way
or planned during the budget year? This is important because salaries and
benefits are the largest single item in most local budgets.

o Isthe school district or municipality negotiating with its neighbors to provide
shared services, or does it plan to explore the advantages of shared services?
What are the anticipated savings?

e Isthere a plan to lease equipment on it’s own or through a county
improvement authority?

EIGHTEEN WAYS TO MAKE IT INTERESTING

Many budget stories contain all the essential numbers, but don’t include an angle that
grabs the average reader’s attention. Those stories may well be read by a select audience
of government buffs — many of whom knew details bf the budget before the reporter did

— and by a few conscientious citizens who start reading out of sense of civic duty but
soon doze off.

To avoid this cruel fate, reporters should pick through details of the budget. While the

numbers themselves may prove of little general interest, they may lead to questions that
can produce stories of great interest.

Here, in random order, are some questions that may lead to stories of interest. Of course,
not every question will be pertinent to every school or municipal budget. Again, looking
at the change in the item form the previous year becomes a useful starting point.

l. How much will the proposed budget cost the owner of the average home in the

community? The county tax board will tell you the assessed value of the average
home. Or, better yet, ask the financial officer of the municipality or school district
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10.

1.

12.

13.

14.

what it uses as the average home. The Department of Community Affairs provides
an online chart showing the tax rates for each community in the state.

. How much will each penny increase in the tax rate bring in? Simply divide the total

assessed value from the Abstract of Ratables of the town or district by 10,000, or
just drop the last four zeros. This figure is what a tax point is worth in that town or
school district. This way you can tell readers how many pennies that new deputy
mayor position will add to the tax rate.

What portion of each tax dollar goes where? For instance, 44 cents to school, 22
cents to the municipality, and 34 cents to the county. How much to public safety?
Parks and recreation? Debt service? Any significant changes over time?

How does the proposed budget compare with the budget of 5 or 10 years agu?" In
per capita cost of government? In the percentage of the budget devoted to police or
public works? Get an official explanation for significant increases or decreases.

What do increases in the capital fund represent? Are they including funds for
down payments on a $500,000 fire truck or a $200,000 computer lab in the middle
school?

How much flowed into surplus because last year’s mild winter saved costs of snow
plowing or pothole repair? Will that saving be spent this year, and on what? Or are
they building up the surplus in order to cut taxes in an election year?

How will that $1,700 cut in the utilities account affect people’s lives? No more
lights for night games? A cut in library hours?

What about that cut in the school maintenance account? Will fewer custodians

mean less use of gymnasiums, auditoriums or other school facilities by community
organizations? And if not, how come?

Why an increase in the legal fee item? How much is left over from the previous
year? Are they planning to sue or be sued? If so, there will certainly be legal fees.
On what basis did they estimate how much?

What does it cost to fill the average pothole? To remove graffiti from school
lockers or classroom desks?

Is the school board providing health benefits for its attorney or for the members of
the board? Same question applies to the municipal governing body.

What portion of the total tax bill is paid by single-family homes? Multifamily
housing? Industry? Commercial properties? How has this changed over time?

How does the increase in operating expenses compare to the inflation rate over the
past year? Or five years? And why?

How much of the budget is truly discretionary spending? The answer varies
significantly, but the average is only 18 percent. The rest is firmly committed:
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salary contracts, debt service, mandatory busing, insurance, solid waste disposal,
tuition to specialized schools, heat, light and other utilities.

15. Are there any union contracts coming up for negotiation in the new year? Are they
making provision for an increase and on what basis?

16. How does the cost per pupil compare from year to year and, adjusted for inflation,
to a decade ago? What accounts for the change? But it is not valid to compare per-
pupil costs with other districts. The difference in the school systems and the
populations they serve make such comparisons misleading or meaningless.

17. How much of that telephone appropriation goes for cell phones? And who gets
them at public expense? Assistant supenintendents? Councilmembers? Department
heads? Ask for a record of calls made from the taxpayers’ cell phones last year.
They don’t have to provide all details of each cal I, but the public is entitled to know
the total cost.

18. Do they have any regional or inter-local services? Are their neighbors cutting
costs? If so, why not participate?

FIFTEEN WAYS TO GET A STORY
YOUR COMPETITION WON’'T HAVE

Here are some suggestions of places to look. Of course, not every idea will lead to a good
story on every beat. ;

1. There’s always lots of talk about downsizing in government (“doing more with
less™), but is it actually taking place? Has new technology resulted in payroll
savings in the schools or town hall? Or are the technicians needed to run
automated processes paid higher salaries than the people they displaced? Or is
there a higher level of service provided through things like web sites?

2. Automation is not the only way to downsize. Is anyone reinventin g government
around here? Contracting out, sharing services with the municipality or school
board or other governments in the area, or partnerships with non-profit groups are
all ways to improve services or lower costs.

3. Have tougher drug and DWI laws affected the municipal court? Increasing costs?

Increasing fines and court costs collected? Clogging the calendar? How are they
coping?

4. When it’s time to bargain with unionized employees, compare the proposed new
contract with the existing contract. And there may be more than salaries involved.
Check for shift changes, additional days off. More and more police are seeking
schedules of 4 or 5 days on, 2 days off. And if it goes to arbitration, remember
that the arbitrator is no longer required to pick either the management proposal or
the union proposal, but may steer a middle course.,
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12.

13,

When they advertise for bids on motor vehicles or other major equipment, check
the specifications carefully. Are they tailored to a particular vendor or supplier?
How many bells and whistles, how much chrome is specified for the fire truck
and what will that add to the costs? Fire equipment specifications are often
determined by the volunteers, not by the governing body.

When a $5- or $6-million bond issue is proposed, get some help in figuring how
much it will actually cost the taxpayers. How much in interest? How much in
commissions? How much are the professionals paid? And did they make
contributions to the mayor’s election committee.

When a school budget goes down to defeat, try to ascertain why. If it passed 3-1
in one election district and failed 5-2 in another, look for demographic differences
between the districts. Then check your assumptions with a few voters in each
district.

Political scientists have long urged regionalization of services among New
Jersey’s 566 municipalities and 618 school districts. Would it make sense in your
towns? How much could the towns you cover actually save by having one police
chief, one municipal court judge, one school superintendent instead of three of

each? Would more assistants be required? And at what cost in quality or public
confidence?

When bonds finally mature and the debt is retired, there’s a good-news mortgage
burning story to be written. And, of course, it should include the actual cost of the
school, firehouse, or municipal annex, including debt service.

There are winners and losers in every municipal revaluation, but we seldom hear
from the winners. The assessor can help you identify some of each, perhaps even

the individual property owners whose taxes dropped or went up the most due to
the revaluation. Interview them.

Police, firefighter and teacher contract negotiations are always a good subject for
coverage, though because of the secretive nature of negotiations, good
information is hard to come by. But, when they are over, what’s the impact?
How does it compare to neighboring jurisdictions. Are there new benefits? What
do they cost? Are their productivity improvements or “give backs™?

Which banks do the school district and municipality favor with their accounts?
Check to see who’s on the banks’ boards of directors. Any of those names also
appear on the Election Law Enforcement Commission’s list of contributors to the

local majority party? These can be accessed online on ELEC’s website
(www.elec.nj.gov).

Any thought of joining nearby school districts or municipalities in a joint
Insurance Fund (HF) to provide liability and property coverage. It often costs less

than paying premiums to an insurance company, and JIF members collect interest
on their reserve funds.
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14. When is the next tax sale coming up? Municipalities are empowered to sell,
usually at auction, properties whose owners are delinquent in tax payments.
Municipalities must have a tax sale every year. Some do an “accelerated sale”
before the end of their fiscal year.

15. Are major repairs required because the school board has repeatedly postponed
routine maintenance in order to prevent or minimize tax hikes? Is this a false
economy? The buildings and grounds director may have some interesting
thoughts about this. Check budgets and spending records to see if there is hidden
information.

FINALLY: The third Saturday of February each year is an election day that escapes
the notice of most news media. That’s when fire companies that constitute special
election districts elect their officers. All voters in the district can take part, but few turn
out other than the volunteer firefighters and their families. What's at stake? What is the
tax money spent for? Are they buying any new apparatus or buildings? And how much
does it cost the owner of the house assessed at $250,0007

Some Practical Tips and Real-Life Examples

“Don’t Wait Until the Night of the Meeting.”
Tara Kane’s Tips on Preparing for the Introduction of a Budget

* Early in the year, call the tax assessor’s office and get your municipality’s current ratables
(that’s the total taxable worth of land in the community). Also ask the assessor what the
“average” home in town is assessed at. Both are basic components of the formula used to

determine a municipal or school tax rate. Bring these figures with you the night a budget will be
introduced.

* Get your hands on the prior year’s budget (so you can compare expenses) and if possible, a
news story about the adoption of that budget. You want the news story because it provides a
quick summary of the information you need and you can carry it with you the night the budget is
introduced. But first, you want to be sure the numbers in that news story arc accurate. If you have
time in January or February, (before introduction) check the numbers in the news story against

the budget. It’s a way to ensure your information is correct, and it’s good practice for calculating
the average tax impact later in the year.

*InJ anuary, start asking town and school officials what date they expect to introduce the budget.
Municipalities and schools often introduce between February and March. But don’t wait until
then, ask questions early on and get an idea of what problems officials are facing.

The day the budget is introduced

* You Ie§m that officials will introduce a budget at tonight’s meeting. That afternoon (or before
the meeting), call a council member or school trustee that you are friendly with and talk about the
budget. If you are writing a story for the next day’s paper, the phone call can be a good
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opportunity to get some quotes and the key budget figures. That way, you're prepared for the
night meeting, and you’ll save time if you're writing for the next day’s paper.

+ Some municipalities and school districts will provide you with the budget the night of
introduction IF vou call the administrator ahead of time and request a copy. If you do not call, and
they don't have any extras at the meeting, they might just tell you to stop by the office the
following day. And if you’re writing on deadline, that’s too late. Be sure to ask officials for the
two key figures —the general fund (or the grand total) and the tax levy (the amount to be raised
in taxes) —in your notebook, remember to write the numbers clear and accurately.

* Bring a calculator, and the calculation formula provided in this packet. Even if the Town
Council or the school district distribute figures at the meeting which outline the tax impact on the
“average” home, you’ll want to compare what numbers the tax assessor gave you ahead of time to
what officials are passing off as a tax point and the assessment of an average home. Don't be
surprised if the figures don’t match, some officials will unknowingly be using last year’s

information.

“How many stories can you write about a budget?”

Below are the dates and the top portions of seven stories written by Tara Kane of The
Record concerning West Milford Township’s 2003 municipal budget.

Published February 21, 2003 (concerns discussion
at a preliminary budget workshop meeting)

WEST MILFORD - Without state aid, emplovee
layofls will be necessary to keep taxes stable under a
proposed 2003-04 municipal spending plan, township
officials said.

They are largely depending on receiving $1 million
in extraordinary state aid to keep taxes stable under a
proposed $27 million budget, which includes garbage
and recycling costs. As it stands now, the budget is up
$1.3 million from the 2002-03 fiscal year spending
plan.

Without state aid, the township may be forced to let
some cmployees go or raise property taxes, Township
Manager Kenneth Hetrick said Thursday.

"It is a possibility," Hetrick said, referring to layoffs.
"It really depends on the loss of state aid."

Discussion of layoffs came up at the Feb. 8 budget
workshop. Township Council members questioned the
need for planners Bill Drew and Linda Lutz, and
geographic information systems specialist Rob
Sparkes, when other municipalities have one person
filling all of those duties,

Published February 28, 2003 (discussion of a bus
trip to Trenton to lobby for state aid, offset
anticipated tax increase)

WEST MILFORD - It worked last year, so
Councilman Andrew Gargano felt another bus trip to
Trenton this year would persuade state legislators to
again offer the township compensation for the loss of
watershed aid.

This time, though, an additional problem sprang up:
the need to convince everyone at home that the effort
13 & rewarding one. And so, that bus trip, originally set

for Thursday, was canceled when almost no one
showed up.

Last spring, Gargano and other township officials led
a modest group of 25 up the stairs of the State House,
dressed in T-shirts that boldly read: "Restore
Moratorium Aid."

West Milford lost $1.1 million in aid last year when
the state chose not to fund the program. The program
compensated watershed communities for potential
property taxes lost because of the state ban on
development of watersheds that feed the region's
TESETVONrS,

"We got a lot of attention,” Gargano said. "A lot of
the senators were willing to listen to us.®

A few weeks after the bus trip, the township leamed
it would receive $1 million in extraordinary aid to help
replace the loss of watershed moratorium aid,

Gargano said that last year's bus trip should be "the
beginning of something we do on a vearly basis until
the state realizes that the watershed communities need
to be compensated.”

Meanwhile, the Tewnship Council is expected to
intreduce a 2003-04 municipal budget Wednesday, As
it stands, the preliminary municipal plan is $27
million, up $1.3 million from the 2002-03 budget that
ends June 30.

Published March 7, 2003 (following introduction of
the budget)

WEST MILFORD — Property taxes for municipal
services could rise sharply for the first time in nearly a
decade under a proposed 2003 budget, and discussion
of employee lavofls continues.

The Township Council at Wednesday night's meeting
introduced a $26.8 millien municipal spending plan,
which includes garbage costs and open space tax.
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That is only a $1.1 million spending increase over
2002's budget. But the tax levy for the proposed
budget is an estimated $2.2 million more than the one
that supported last year's $25.7 million plan. chiefly
because officials cannot be assured that the state will
again provide $1.1 million in extra aid to the
walershed community.

"I don't like any part of this budget," Mayor Robert
Moshman said. "We've maintained a municipal budget
that hasn't increased taxes for a good eight or 10 years.
Here we're facing something like a 14-point tax
increase,”

Published April 15, 2003 (following public hearing
an budget)

WEST MILFORD - Officials have postponed
adoption of the 2003 municipal budget until Tuly,
leaving it to the next council to face the hard choices,
including layoffs of municipal employees or saddling
property owners with the biggest municipal tax
increase in years,

The Township Council voted this month to postpone
adoption of the §26.7 million spending plan as it waits
to hear if the state will offer the community §1.1
million in extracrdinary aid to help offset taxes. If the
stale doesn't come through, the township will be
forced to either lay off employees or raise municipal
taxes 7.5 percent for property owners.

As it stands, the proposed budget is 31 million more
than last year's $25.7 million spending plan. Without
state aid, the township would need to raise £16.7
million in property taxes. That figure is 32.2 million
more than last year.

Published June 4, 2003 (the council votes against a
proposed skate park complex)

WEST MILFORD - In a year that township employees
could be fired to help close a 31 million gap in the
municipal budget, Councilman Robert Szuszkowski
can't justify spending $350,000 on a skate park
complex.

But three other council members ean, which is why a
second vote on a proposed skatle complex is scheduled
for tonight's council mesting.

Szuszkowski's lone opposition to the proposed skate
complex - which includes an inline roller hockey rink
and an adjacent skateboard park for Westbrook Park -
was enough to speil its chances of being accepted at
the May 21 meeting,

To adopt & bond ordinance, four votes on the five-
member council are necessary, and that night, ailing
Councilwoman Maria Harkey was absent,

Pricr to voting, Szuszkowski criticized the council
for having enough money for the skate complex when
the 2003 municipal budpet is so strained  "We're
talking about laying people off in town hall," he said.

Published June 6, 2003 (the council votes in favor
of the skating complex)

WEST MILFORD - Skateboarding and in-line skating
enthusiasts will get their $350,000 skate park, but it's
taken some creative financing by the Township
Council.

Wednesday night, the council unanimously moved to
fund the park after realizing it could use a source of
recreation money that would not burden the already-
pinched 2003 budget.

Officials were spurred on by residents, including
teenagers, who packed the room and hallway to
demand that council members approve the proposed
roller nnk/skateboard park complex for Westbrook
Park. The council had voted it down last month.

Published July 18, 2003 (budget gets adopted, town
received some state aid)

WEST MILFORD - Property owners will pay 3.7
percent more for municipal services, but no township
emplovees will lose their jobs under a 2003 municipal
budget unanimously adopted by the Township Council
on Wednesday.

Township officials had postponed adoption of the
$26.7 million spending plan, which includes garbage
collection and open space, until leaming whether the
Highlands community would receive state
extraordinary aid.

They had requested $1.1 million of such aid to
compensate for the lack of watershed moratorium aid.
That program was discontinued amid the state budget
cris1s this year.

It had compensated communities for the effects of
the state ban on development of watershed land that
drains into major reservoirs.

Because the council doubted it would receive the
compensating aid, it had discussed scenanos of
employee layoflls and the biggest tax increase that
property owners would have faced in many years.

Last week, township officials received word that
West Milford would receive $400,000 in state
extraordinary aid.
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Local Budget and Tax Data on the Web

| Jan Barry notes that a large amount of useful fiscal data for each municipality in New
Jersey is available on the Web from the Department of Community Affairs.

Here is the web page: http://'www.nj.gov/dca/lgs/taxes/taxmenu.shtml

Just some of the figures available at a click of your mouse:
Previous Year Net Valuation Taxable
General Tax Rate Per $100
I Value Net Valuation on Which County Taxes are Apportioned
Municipal Budget State Aid
County Library Tax
County Open Space Tax
District School Budget
Previous Year Local Municipal School Budget
I Previous Year Local Municipal Purpose
Previous Year Local Open Space Tax
Total Tax Levy for Tax Rate Computation
Senior Citizen Property Tax Deduction
Veterans Deduction
Total County Levy

Total School Levy

Total Municipal Levy
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Requesting Access to Government Records Under the New Jersey Open Public Records Act (N.J.S.A, 47:1A-1 et seq.)

I. This form should only be used to submit records requests to the Name of Agency.

2. Complete and date this request form and deliver it in person during regular business hours or by mail, fax or
electronically to the appropriate custodian of the record requested. Your request is not considered filed until
the appropriate custodian of the record requested has received a completed request form. If you submit the
request form to any other officer or employee of the Name of Agency, that officer or employee may not have
the authority to accept your request form on behalf of the Name of Agency and your request will be directed
to the appropriate division custodian. The seven business day response time will not commence until the
proper custodian reviews the request to determine if it is complete.

3. If you submit a request for access to government records to someone other than the appropriate custodian, do
not complete the Name of Agency request form, or attempt to make a request for access by telephone or fax;
the Open Public Records Act and its deadlines, restrictions and remedies will not apply to your request.

4. The fees for duplication of a government record in printed form are listed on the front of this form. We will
notify you of any special charges, special service charges or other additional charges authorized by State law
or regulation before processing your request. Payment shall be made by check or money order payable to the
Name of Officer, Name of Agency..

3. Ifitis necessary for the records custodian to contact you conceming your request, providing identifying
information, such as your name, address and telephone number or an e-mail address is required. Where
contact is not necessary, anonymous requests are permitted; except that anonymous requests for personal
information are not honored.

6. You may be charged a 50% or other deposit when a request Jfor copies exceeds $25. The Agency custodian
will contact you and advise you of any deposit requirements. Anonymous requests, when permitted, require a
deposit of 100% of estimated fees. You agree to pay the balance due upon delivery of the records.

7. Under OPRA, a custodian must deny access to a person who has been convicted of an indictable offense in
New Jersey, any other state, or the United States, and who is seeking government records containing personal
information pertaining to the person’s victim or the victim’s family.

8. By law, the Name of Agency must notify you that it grants or denies a request for access to govemment
records within seven business days after the custodian of the record requested receives the request, provided
that the record is currently available and not in storage. If the record requested 1s not currently available or is
In storage, the custodian will advise you within seven business days when the record can be made available
and the estimated cost. You may agree with the custodian to extend the time for making records available, or
granting or denying your request.

9. Youmay be denied access to a government record if your request would substantially disrupt agency
operations and the custodian is unable to reach a reasonable solution with you.

10. If the Name of Agency is unable to comply with your request for access to a government record, the custodian
will indicate the reasons for denial on the request form and send you a signed and dated copy.

11. Except as otherwise provided by law or by agreement with the requester, if the custodian of the record
requested fails to respond to you within seven business days of receiving a request form, the failure to respond
will be considered a denial of your request.

12. If your request for access to a government record has been denied or unfilled within the time permitted by
law, you have a right to challenge the decision by the Name of Agency to deny access. At your option, you
may either institute a proceeding in the Superior Court of New Jersey or file a complaint in writing with the
Government Records Council (GRC). You may contact the GRC by toll-free telephone at 866-850-0511, by
mail at PO Box 819, Trenton, NJ, 08625, by e-mail at gre(@dca. state.nj.us, or at their web site at
www.nj.gov/gre. The Council can also answer other questions about the law.

13. Information provided on this form may be subject to disclosure under the Open Public Records Act.
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The Greatest Story Never Told

Here's how to write a city council budget story.

By ROY PETER CLARK
The Poynter Institute

People remember exactly where they were on
thase special historical days, the Kennedy
assassination, the Challenger explosion, the
attacks of 9/11.

But me? [ remember where I was the morning I
read the best city council budget story ever
written, The date was Wednesday, August 21,
2002,

[ was sitting at the breakfast table eating my
Cheerios.

The story was stripped across the bottom of the
local section of the St. Pete Times with this thin
headline cutting across four columns: City has
£548 million to spend: What do you want?

I'm guessing now that it was the question mark
that caught my attention, along with the unusual
appearance of the second person "you."

Then came the lead in the form of a seven-
paragraph introduction:

ST. PETERSBURG — Do you live in St.
Petersburg? Want to help spend $548-million?

Ii's money you paid in taxes and fees to the
EOVETnment.

You elected the City Council to office, and as
your representatives, they're ready to listen to
your ideas on how to spend it

Mayor Rick Baker and his staff have figured
out how they'd like to spend the money. At 7
p.m. Thursday, Baker will ask the City Council
to agree with him, And council members will
talk about their ideas.

You have the right to speak at the meeting, too.
Each resident gets three minutes to tell the mayor
and council members what he or she thinks.

But why would you stand up?

Because how the city spends its money affects
lots of things you care about.

It's the difference between whether the Walter
Fuller Pool is open and heated in the winter or
not. It determines whether there will be a new
basketball court in North Shore Park.

It determines whether the beloved volunteer
coordinator at the Office on Aging for senior
citizens gets laid off,

At this point the story jumps inside, where there
are quotes from city council members about their

willingness to listen to the public.

‘The story then dedicates a few paragraphs each
to three different budget issues: the Boyd Hill
Nature Park, the Western St. Petersburg library
plan, and parking meters.

Accompanying this story are three
informational graphics, two on
the section front, one inside. One highlights the
three key budget issues on the table, using photo
icons,

Another 15 a bullet list on how to influence city
spending, with an e-mail address for council
members, directions to city council, and advice if
you plan to speak at the meeting:

"Plan to wind up your comments before vour
three minutes expire, or you will be cut off."

The final graphic is a budget summary and
explanation that helps the reader distinguish
between two broad categories of city spending:
operating spending and capital spending.

Wow, I thought. This was remarkable. Perhaps
even groundbreaking. I then did something [
rarely do with such stories: I read it to the end.
And then, because I could not believe my eyes, [
read it a second time.

This was a story I had been waiting 20 years to
read.

To those of you who detect irony in my words,
please keep an open mind. [ am dead serious.

Let me explain: It was about 1982 that [
addressed a group of journalists gathered in St.
Louis about the new movement to improve
writing in American newspapers. 1 was about
five years into this effort.

One editor raised her hand: "When vou talk
about good writing, you always use long
narrative stories for your examples, stories about
earthquakes and wars, volcanoes and refugee
camps, What about those of us who have to write
about city budgets?

Ouch. Her rapier was pointed, and she hit her
mark.

Her question got me thinking and working,
gathering examples of clear stories on civic
matters, talking to the journalists who wrote
them.

The result was a long essay titled "Making Hard
Facts Easy Reading," a picce that I've re-written
in various forms and presented to various
audiences.



The essay makes these points: that journalists
must take responsibility for what readers know
and understand about the world, that civic clarity
is more important than literary grace, and that we
need 1o experiment with the way we tell the
bread and butter stories of community journalism
-- including the dreaded city council budget
story.

Innovation, in other words, must attach itself to
basic reports, not just surprising storics,

As I travel around the country, speaking with
journalists and reading their newspapers, I've
been disappointed to discover that the task
of innovation, when it comes to basic civic
stories, is mostly unaccomplished. Newspapers
with excellent features and gripping narratives
— Lord, we need those! -- too often write their
basic reporis using a language that
nobody speaks, a dense jargon likely to be
cluttered with acronyms, statistics, and
bureaucratic titles.

"The Calusa City Council voted 4-3 Thursday
to apply for federal monies that could be utilized
in the construction of a regional sewage
recycling plant, which some members of the
Water Management district think could improve
conservation of water during periods of
continued drought.”

The solution to such writing is not a trick of
language, but what E.B. White called an act of
faith, a re-thinking of what such stories are
for, and who they are for. It is inspired by
questions from coaching editors who wonder
aloud: "Who will be affected by this? What is the
impact? Give me an example of how this might
work."

Wouldn't we be better off if the revised lead
read: "If the City Council gets ils way, you may
be watering your lawn and washing your car --
even during a drought -- with treated sewage
water."

In the two decades since I wrote my essay, [
have encountered many examples of newspaper
reports written with clarity and the readers'
interests in mind.

But never a city budget story, and, most
certainly, never a city budget preview. [tis as
if this was the unwriteable genre, an
inscrutable algorithm for poetry majors.

Then something happened one steamy summer
day in a tiny village on the west coast of Florida.
A reporter named Bryan Gilmer was covering
the St. Pete City Council. Hear what he has to
say:

"The thought of advancing the St. Petersburg
city budget hearing bored me," Gilmer wrote in
response to my questions. "I was, in fact,
dreading it. It seemed like we wrote the same

thing every year. Then | thought, 'Readers must
really hate these stories if [ don't even enjoy
doing them.™

Salvation appeared to Bryan in the unlikely
form of Howard Troxler, the crusading metro
columnist for the Times, who happened to be a
summer fill-in on the metro desk:,

Gilmer wrote: Howard and [ are fishing
buddies, so I felt liberated to tell him
frankly how [ felt. He said we should find a way
to have some fun with the piece, maybe even
tum it into a Metro centerpiece.

S0 we started chatting. 1 told him it annoys me
that stupid issues in the hundreds of thousands of
dollars often dominate the deliberations over a
budget of nearly half a billion dollars. Some of
these are just red herrings; other are tiny
appropriations that have well-organized lobbying
cfforts behind them. Large items -- especially
ones not changing much from what was spent
last year -- usually slide right through.

The City Council generally assumes that huge
changes won't be made year to year. And the
public figures the decisions are already made and
that they can't influence them.

They're sort of right. At this point in the
"budget process,” the mayor and council have all
but agreed what the budget will look like.
Hearing from the public is mostly a formality
required by state law.

But shouldn't regular folks genninely drive this
plan to spend a half-billion dollars forcibly
collected from them? I'd plowed through the
wheole proposed budget myself, of course, and
had written some about what was proposed. But
what about what wasn't in there?

We agreed to fashion a story around the truth:
People should know that the city's money was
their money and that they could tell their
representatives what to do with it. Howard said
to write it like a column, and that he'd rein me in
if I went too far,

Then Howard and 1 agreed on a
couple of the items we would highlight and he
took the lead in working with the page designer
to round up pictures. I wrote some snappy
chatter to accompany those.

Newspapers often assume their readers know
much more about how government works than
they really do. And newspapers are really bad at
interacting with their readers, especially
compared with other media like Internet
publications,

Who says we can't just talk to them sometimes,
especially to explain complicated stuff?

So I wrote this piece in the second person. 1
used short sentences to make it an easy read for
the government novices we pulled in with the



graphics. And due largely to my strong feclings
about the issue, it ended up ... conversational, but
with a point of view and a centain urgency.
Embedded in Gilmer's explanation are the
sirategies of civic clarity:

1. Wriling with a sense of the andience as
citizens who, armed with
information, can take action.

2. Wri