
WHOSE BUDGET 
IS IT ANYWAY?
Demystifying the Transportation Budgeting Process 
in the City of Los Angeles

A comprehensive project submitted in partial 
satisfaction of the requirements for the degree 

Master of Urban and Regional Planning

Katherine Stiegemeyer

Client: Investing in Place
Faculty Advisor: Michael Manville

June 2020



i

7KLV�UHSRUW�ZDV�SUHSDUHG�LQ�SDUWLDO�IXOȴOOPHQW�RI�WKH�
UHTXLUHPHQWV�IRU�WKH�0DVWHU�RI�8UEDQ�DQG�5HJLRQDO�
3ODQQLQJ� GHJUHH� LQ� WKH� 'HSDUWPHQW� RI� 8UEDQ� DQG�
5HJLRQDO� 3ODQQLQJ� DW� WKH� 8QLYHUVLW\� RI� &DOLIRUQLD��
/RV� $QJHOHV�� ΖW� ZDV� SUHSDUHG� DW� WKH� GLUHFWLRQ� RI�
WKH� 'HSDUWPHQW� DQG� RI� ΖQYHVWLQJ� LQ� 3ODFH� DV� D�
SODQQLQJ� FOLHQW�� 7KH� YLHZV� H[SUHVVHG� KHUHLQ� DUH�
WKRVH�RI� WKH�DXWKRUȇV�DQG�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\� WKRVH�RI�
WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�� WKH�8&/$�/XVNLQ�6FKRRO�RI�3XEOLF�
$΍DLUV��8&/$�DV�D�ZKROH��RU�WKH�FOLHQW�

DISCLAIMER



ii

Ζ�ZRXOG�ȴUVW�OLNH�WR�WKDQN�-HVVLFD�0HDQH\�RI�ΖQYHVWLQJ�
LQ�3ODFH�IRU�KHU�JXLGDQFH��DVVLVWDQFH��DQG�IHHGEDFN�
WKURXJKRXW� WKLV� SURMHFW�� 7KLV� SURMHFW� ZRXOG� QRW�
KDYH� EHHQ� SRVVLEOH� IRU� KHU� QRW� VKDULQJ� ZLWK� PH�
WKH� NQRZOHGJH� VKH� KDV� JDLQHG� WKURXJK� KHU� \HDUV�
RI�ZRUN��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�FRQQHFWLRQV�VKH�KDV�DFURVV�
WKH� ODQGVFDSH� RI� WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ� DQG� DGYRFDF\�
SURIHVVLRQDOV�DFURVV�/RV�$QJHOHV��7KDQN�\RX�WR�P\�
DGYLVRU��3URIHVVRU�0LFKDHO�0DQYLOOH��IRU�KLV�IHHGEDFN�
DQG�FRPPHQWV�RQ�WKLV�SURMHFW��$�VSHFLDO� WKDQNV�WR�
WKH� 8&/$� ΖQVWLWXWH� RI� 7UDQVSRUWDWLRQ� 6WXGLHV� DQG�
WKH�8&/$� /HZLV�&HQWHU� IRU�5HJLRQDO� 3ROLF\� 6WXGLHV�
IRU� WKHLU� VXSSRUW� RI� WKLV� SURMHFW�� ERWK� ȴQDQFLDOO\�
DQG�LQ�KHOSLQJ�WR�GLVVHPLQDWH�LWV�UHVXOWV�WR�D�ODUJHU�
DXGLHQFH�� /DVWO\�� Ζ� ZRXOG� OLNH� WR� WKDQN�P\� IDPLO\��
IULHQGV��DQG�0853�FRKRUW�IRU�WKHLU�FRQWLQXHG�PRUDO�
VXSSRUW� WKURXJKRXW� WKH� UHVHDUFK� SURFHVV� DQG�P\�
WZR�\HDUV�LQ�WKH�0853�SURJUDP��7KLV�SURMHFW�ZRXOG�
QRW�KDYH�EHHQ�SRVVLEOH�ZLWKRXW�WKHLU�VXSSRUW�

ACKNOWLEDEMENTS



iii

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report examines the budgeting process in the City of Los 
Angeles with a particular emphasis on how money for trans-
portation and the city’s public rights-of-way is allocated. This 
research is important because the budgeting process is not 
only a technical one, but also a highly political one, with de-
cisions about where to allocate scarce resources being made 
DFURVV�D�YDULHW\�RI�SROLWLFDO�DFWRUV�ZLWK�GL΍HULQJ�SULRULWLHV��$QG�
the current landscape for formal public involvement in the 
EXGJHWLQJ�SURFHVV� LV� OLPLWHG� WR� WKH� UHODWLYHO\� LQH΍HFWLYH� HQ-
gagement tool of public comment at City Council meetings. 
For this reason, Investing in Place, the professional client for 
this research, is interested in how community-based organiza-
WLRQV��&%2V��LQ�/RV�$QJHOHV�PLJKW�EH�DEOH�WR�PRUH�H΍HFWLYHO\�
advocate in the budgeting process. Thus, the research ques-
tion is two-fold: What is the transportation budgeting process 
in the City of Los Angeles? And, what are the opportunities 
for CBOs to intervene in and advocate on the transportation 
EXGJHW�LQ�RUGHU�WR�D΍HFW�FKDQJH"

Sherry Arnstein’s (1969) seminal work on citizen participation 
in governance, “A Ladder of Citizen Participation,” provides 
the theoretical basis for the notion of public participation dis-
cussed in this report. According to her theory, public involve-
ment in the budgeting process in LA currently is constrained to 
the middling rungs of her ladder, where information is often 
provided at a late stage and citizens have little decision-mak-
LQJ�SRZHU�RYHU�WKH�SURFHVV��$QG�UHVHDUFK�RQ�WKH�HɝFDF\�RI�
citizen involvement in public budgeting has found that many 
budget directors across the country believe in the importance 
of the public’s involvement in their budgeting process, but 

that they do not necessarily believe in the ability of the pub-
lic to provide meaningful input on what these directors view 
as a highly technical process (Hatcher, 2015). This leads them 
WR�FRQWLQXH�XVLQJ�LQH΍HFWLYH�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�PHWKRGV�DQG�WR�UH-
strict the public’s ability to have input on the budget (Hather, 
2015; Wang & Wart, 2007).

Given this environment of constrained citizen power over the 
decision-making process for how cities allocate funding, mu-
nicipal budgeting has historically been a contested site in the 
ȴJKW�IRU�HTXLW\�DQG�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH�LQ�WKH�XUEDQ�VHWWLQJ��3DUWLFL-
patory Budgeting (PB) is a form of direct democracy that has its 
origins in the Brazilian city of Porto Alegre in 1989 (Wampler, 
2000). Through the process of PB, citizens were able to invert 
the spending priorities of the city to favor the needs most cru-
cial to the daily survival of the city’s most poor and marginal-
ized (Aragones & Sanchez-Pages, 2009; Wampler, 2000). PB in 
some form has since been implemented in cities across the 
world and the US, including New York City (Su, 2012; 2018). 

Los Angeles, however, has never implemented any sort of PB 
program and the furthest the city has gone to formally incor-
porate public input on the budgeting process is through the 
city’s charter-mandated Neighborhood Council (NC) system. 
Under the NC system, every NC is allowed to elect Budget Ad-
vocates that will meet with city departments and the Mayor to 
discuss their budget priorities (Los Angeles City Charter, Article 
IX). However, NCs likely fall short of advocating for the needs 
of some of the City’s most transportation-disadvantaged res-
idents. As self-organized, voluntary organizations, NC boards 
have historically and continue to be predominantly White, af-
ȵXHQW��KLJKO\�HGXFDWHG��DQG�KRPHRZQHUV��0XVVR�HW�DO���������
Li et al., 2019).

Given this situation of constrained public participation, this 
research utilizes professional interviews with individuals who 
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KROG�NH\�SRVLWLRQV� LQ�GL΍HUHQW�GHSDUWPHQWV�DJHQFLHV�DFURVV�
the City of LA that all interact with the City’s transportation 
budgeting process. Additionally, the research was an itera-
tive process that used focus groups with members of CBOs 
to guide and direct the information I was gathering in profes-
sional interviews, so that this knowledge would be best suited 
to meet the needs of these transportation advocacy-focused 
CBOs with regards to the budgeting process. These focus then 
also helped to inform the development of an educational tool 
for Investing in Place to use in coalition building around bud-
get advocacy. This tool, a handbook entitled “Easy Money: A 
Handbook for Reading and Understanding the City of LA’s 
Budget Documents,” can be found in Appendix B of this re-
port.

7KH�ȴQGLQJV�RI�P\�UHVHDUFK�LOOXPLQDWH�D�PXFK�PRUH�FRPSOH[�
DQG�ZLQGLQJ�SDWK�OHDGLQJ�WR�WKH�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�ȴQDO�
budget in June of each year than the relatively straightforward 
timeline presented by the city. Rather, my research found that 
WKHUH�DUH�PDQ\�GL΍HUHQW�DFWRUV�DFURVV�WKH�FLW\�LQYROYHG�LQ�WKH�
budgeting process at overlapping and dynamic times through-
RXW�WKH�ȴVFDO�\HDU��7KH�DELOLW\�WR�PDNH�FKDQJHV�LQ�WKH�EXGJHW��
KRZHYHU��GURSV�R΍�GUDPDWLFDOO\�DIWHU�WKH�0D\RU�KDV�UHOHDVHG�
the Proposed Budget in April and power transfers to the City 
Council. At this stage, most of the budget is considered to be 
set, and the Council typically does not leverage for “big asks” 
at this stage in the budgeting process, even though this is the 
SRLQW�DW�ZKLFK�IRUPDO�SXEOLF�LQSXW�LV�ȴUVW�DOORZHG�WKURXJK�WKH�
Council process.

My research also found that change in the budget happens 
in increments. That is, from one year to the next the city has 
limited capacity to make large changes. It is instead the cumu-
ODWLYH�H΍HFW�RI�FKDQJHV�RYHU�VHYHUDO�EXGJHW�F\FOHV�WKDW�DGGV�
XS� WR�PDNH�QRWLFHDEOH�GL΍HUHQFHV� LQ�KRZ� WKH� FLW\� DOORFDWHV�
funding to its evolving priorities. Furthermore, many in the 

city disagree with the notion that the budget is itself a policy 
tool. They believe that the budget implements existing policy, 
but does not itself create policy. This line between the imple-
PHQWDWLRQ�RI�YHUVXV�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�SROLF\�LV�ȴQH��EXW�EXGJHW�
directors within the city may be resistant to public input on the 
budget that they see as attempting to make or change policy 
without going through the formal policy process. Lastly, my 
research found that “transportation” has a complicated role 
LQ� WKH� EXGJHWLQJ� SURFHVV� EHFDXVH� LW�PHDQV�PDQ\� GL΍HUHQW�
WKLQJV�WR�PDQ\�GL΍HUHQW�SHRSOH��ΖQ�HVVHQFH��WKLV�PHDQV�WKDW�
transportation funding is a very political process, which leads 
WR�LWV�IXQGV�EHLQJ�VSUHDG�DFURVV�PDQ\�GL΍HUHQW�GHSDUWPHQWV�
and agencies. And some aspects of the transportation net-
work more readily receive funding because their outcomes are 
more easily translated into dollar amounts. Decision makers 
in the city often show a preference towards these programs 
RU�SURMHFWV�EHFDXVH�WKH\�IHHO�PRUH�FRQȴGHQW�DERXW�ZKHUH�WKH�
money is going and the return on their dollar.

%DVHG� RQ� WKHVH� ȴQGLQJV�� WKH� UHSRUW� FRQFOXGHV� ZLWK� VSHFLI-
ic recommendations for Investing in Place and other CBOs. 
These recommendations include starting advocacy as early 
LQ� WKH�EXGJHW� F\FOH� DV�SRVVLEOH� DQG�ȴQGLQJ�D�SDUWQHU� WR�EH�
an advocate on the inside. Additionally, CBOs should under-
stand that budget advocacy is very much about branding and 
making sure that a budget ask is well-targeted to the intended 
consumer of that ask, emphasizing how it aligns with their ex-
isting priorities and policies. Furthermore, its important that 
CBOs break down larger budget requests into smaller pieces 
that can be achieved through incremental changes from year-
to-year, and that they translate those budget requests into 
VSHFLȴF� GROODU� DPRXQWV� RULHQWHG� DURXQG� RXWFRPHV�� /DVWO\��
CBOs should work to build coalition around budget advocacy 
ZLWK�RWKHU�&%2V��6SHDNLQJ�ZLWK�D�XQLȴHG�YRLFH�XQGHUVFRUHV�
the importance of budget goals to the city.
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INTRODUCTION

A city’s budget exists, in essence, to allocate scarce resources 
�UHYHQXHV�� WRZDUGV� VSHFLȴF� SURJUDPV� DQG� SXUSRVHV�
(expenditures). Much of this work is technical, such as 
estimating how much money the city will take in in a given 
\HDU� IURP� WKH� SURSHUW\� WD[� RU� D� VSHFLȴF� VDOHV� WD[�� %XW� D�
VLJQLȴFDQW� SRUWLRQ� LV� DOVR� SROLWLFDO�� ΖQ� SDUW�� WKLV� LV� EHFDXVH�
budgeting requires the comparison between what are often 
apparently incomparable items. As Rubin (2019) notes in 
The Politics of Public Budgeting, such comparisons are 
where cities often rely on agreed upon “priorities” to make 
funding decisions. However, these “priorities” themselves can 
be highly controversial. Through the process of budgeting, 
municipalities decide who should pay for government and 
ZKR�VKRXOG�EHQHȴW�

Because the budgeting process is not only technical but also 
political, it represents a necessary arena for those interested in 
advancing progressive planning ideals to involve themselves. 
Thus, the purpose of this research is to investigate the current 
process through which multiple agencies within the City of 
Los Angeles, CA propose and approve a budget with regards 
to that budget’s impacts on the City’s public rights-of-way. 
Ultimately, this research will serve to aid Investing in Place 
LQ�WKH�H΍RUW�WR�EXLOG�FRDOLWLRQ�DURXQG�WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�EXGJHW�
advocacy within the City of LA. The research questions being 
pursued are as follows:

1. What is the transportation budgeting process in the City 
of Los Angeles?

2. What are the opportunities for community-based 
organizations to intervene in and advocate on the 
WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�EXGJHW�LQ�RUGHU�WR�D΍HFW�FKDQJH"

Through expert interviews and analysis of budget documents, 
I break down the transportation budgeting process into 
popular education tools that can be used by Investing in Place 
to increase understanding of the budget process among fellow 
community-based organizations, as well as take advantage of 
RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WR�D΍HFW�FKDQJH�LQ�KRZ�WKH�&LW\�RI�/$�SULRULWL]HV�
LWV�WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�LQYHVWPHQWV��7KH�XOWLPDWH�JRDO�RI�WKLV�SURMHFW�
is to support a growing engaged and informed constituency 
on transportation budget advocacy in the City of LA.

WHY TRANSPORTATION BUDGET ADVOCACY IN THE 
CITY OF LOS ANGELES?
In the 2009 budgeting season, as with most cities across the 
country, the City of LA was trying to answer the question of 
KRZ�WR�UHVSRQG�WR�WKH�ȴQDQFLDO�FULVLV�WKDW�ZDV�LQ�IXOO�VZLQJ�DW�
WKDW�SRLQW��8QVXUSULVLQJO\��WKH�FLW\�UHVSRQGHG�ZLWK�VLJQLȴFDQW�
FXWV�WR�VWDɝQJ��ΖPPHGLDWHO\�LQ�WKH�����������ȴVFDO�\HDU�WKH�
FLW\ȇV�VWDɝQJ� OHYHOV� IHOO�E\�������UHJXODU�DXWKRULW\�SRVLWLRQV��
7KH� IROORZLQJ� ȴVFDO� \HDU� WKH� FLW\� HOLPLQDWHG� DQRWKHU� ������
positions. These are cuts from which the city still has not 
recovered up to its pre-recession levels. These cuts, however, 
were not felt equally across city services and departments. And, 
notably, one of the areas of service that the city determined to 
be expendable in the name of balancing the budget was tree 
trimming (Reyes, 2014).

This decision on the part of the city when forming its budget 
KDG�ULSSOH�H΍HFWV� WKDW�GLVSURSRUWLRQDWHO\�D΍HFWHG�RXU�PRVW�
vulnerable travelers: the low-income mobility disabled. The 
city’s sidewalk infrastructure had at that point already been 
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falling into disrepair for decades due to a lack of dedicated 
funding as, frequently, unmaintained tree roots caused 
sidewalks to crack and buckle (“Who should foot the bill,” 
2014). This can make sidewalks impassable for someone using 
a wheelchair or crutches, pushing a stroller, or who otherwise 
UHTXLUHV�D�ȵDW�DQG�XQREVWUXFWHG�SDWK�LQ�RUGHU�WR�PRYH�VDIHO\��
These cuts to tree trimming saw the problem escalate as, 
LQFUHDVLQJO\��QR�RQH�ZDV� WKHUH� WR�PDNH�ȴ[HV��7KLV� VLWXDWLRQ�
culminated in the city being sued in 2010 by disability rights 
advocates over the inadequate state of the city’s pedestrian 
infrastructure. After settling the case in 2015, the City is now 
legally obligated to pay between $31 million and $63 million 
HYHU\�\HDU�IRU�D����\HDU�SHULRG�LQ�RUGHU�WR�ȴ[�LWV�SHGHVWULDQ�
infrastructure to minimum ADA standards (Barragan, 2015). 
7KLV�UHTXLUHPHQW�LV�QRZ�UHȵHFWHG�LQ�WKH�FLW\ȇV�EXGJHW�WKURXJK�
the establishment of the Sidewalk Repair Fund.

Fundamentally, this lawsuit and its resulting impact on the 
budget reveals a disparity in how the City prioritizes the funding 
of pedestrian space and how advocates envision equitable 
transportation spending. It is for these types of “priorities”-
based decisions that advocate involvement in the budgeting 
process is so crucial in LA. Because at its core the budget is 
D� UHȵHFWLRQ� RI� WKH� FLW\ȇV� WUXH� YDOXHV� DQG�SULRULWLHV�� 7KURXJK�
OLWLJDWLRQ��GLVDELOLW\�ULJKWV�DQG�PRELOLW\�MXVWLFH�DGYRFDWHV�ZHUH�
able to establish a base level of accessibility that the city must 
achieve in order to meet ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act) 
minimum standards. But many transportation advocates, 
including Investing in Place, would like to see sidewalks 
be funded in the same long-term way and with the same 
emphasis as travel lanes for cars (Iwasaki, 2017). Under the 
city’s current plan, once they repair a section of sidewalk and 
after a warranty period has passed, that sidewalk becomes 
WKH� ȴQDQFLDO� UHVSRQVLELOLW\� RI� WKH� DGMDFHQW� SURSHUW\� RZQHU�

(Barragan, 2016).

The situation the city of LA is in with regards to its sidewalk 
LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�LV�MXVW�RQH�H[DPSOH�RI�WKH�ZD\V�WKDW�EXGJHWDU\�
decision making within the city can lead to adverse impacts 
for transportation equity. In particular during times of 
economic downturn or uncertainty, it is imperative that 
community advocates be heard, as the decisions made at 
WKHVH�FULWLFDO�MXQFWXUHV�KDYH�ORQJ�ODVWLQJ�H΍HFWV��7KLV�UHVHDUFK�
thus serves to further a vision of greater involvement for 
community advocates within LA’s transportation budgeting 
SURFHVV�� 7KURXJK� H΍HFWLYH� LQYROYHPHQW�� DGYRFDWHV� PLJKW�
WKHQ�KDYH�D�JUHDWHU�VD\�RYHU�KRZ�WKH�&LW\ȇV�ȊSULRULWLHVȋ�D΍HFW�
their budgetary allocations. Ultimately this is undertaken with 
WKH�JRDO�RI� FUHDWLQJ�D�PRUH� MXVW� WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ� V\VWHP� WKDW�
centers the needs of those communities — including the low-
income, non-white, and disabled — who have been historically 
marginalized and harmed by transportation planning and 
budgetary decisions in Los Angeles.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

I begin with a discussion of the relevant literature in order to 
ȴUVW� RXWOLQH� WKH� WKHRUHWLFDO� IUDPHZRUN� WKURXJK�ZKLFK� Ζ� ZLOO�
approach the concept of “public participation,” or community 
involvement, in the budget process. I then discuss what the 
DFDGHPLF� UHVHDUFK� KDV� IRXQG� UHJDUGLQJ� WKH� H΍HFWLYHQHVV�
of public participation in the municipal budgeting process 
as well as the somewhat radical form of public involvement 
known as Participatory Budgeting. I then include a brief 
GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�SXEOLF�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�VSHFLȴFDOO\� LQ�/RV�$QJHOHV��
with an emphasis on the Neighborhood Council system, 
as this is the only formal channel for public involvement in 
the City’s budget outside of public comment at City Council 
meetings. While some research exists that examines various 
aspects of public participation of municipal budgeting, 
there is little research that would guide a community-based 
RUJDQL]DWLRQ� LQ�NQRZLQJ�KRZ� WR�EH�DQ�H΍HFWLYH�DGYRFDWH� LQ�
D� VSHFLȴF� EXGJHWDU\� HQYLURQPHQW�� VXFK� DV� KRZ� WKH� &LW\� RI�
Los Angeles allocates money towards its public rights-of-way. 
7KLV�UHVHDUFK�DWWHPSWV�WR�ȴOO�WKLV�JDS�E\�VKHGGLQJ�OLJKW�RQ�D�
relatively unknown process and providing Investing in Place 
ZLWK�VSHFLȴF�WRROV�WKDW�ZLOO�LQFUHDVH�LQYROYHPHQW�

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
)RU�GHFDGHV�QRZ��FLWLHV�KDYH�EHHQ�SXWWLQJ�IRUWK�H΍RUW�WR�PDNH�
their planning processes more participatory and inclusive 
RI� GL΍HUHQW� IDFWLRQV� RI� WKH� SXEOLF� �ΖQQHV� 	� %RRKHU�� �������
The merit of these typically legally-required participation 
processes can be and has been challenged with regard to how 

municipal governments incorporate historically marginalized 
groups into their processes (Innes & Booher, 2004; Miraftab, 
2009; Conrad et al., 2011). Often the most common forms 
of participation methods that cities rely on only truly create 
space for those already in a position of power within their 
city — typically White, higher-income, abled-bodied, home- 
and car-owning residents. However, even within this system 
of unequal participation, in most cities the budgeting process 
sees relatively little public input even from those privileged 
groups whose voices are often the loudest in other areas of 
planning work (Wang & Wart 2007).

Sherry Arnstein’s (1969) seminal work on citizen participation 
in governance, “A Ladder of Citizen Participation,” provides 
the theoretical basis for public participation discussed 
herein. Arnstein portrayed citizen participation as an eight-
UXQJ�ODGGHU�LQ�RUGHU�WR�GHPRQVWUDWH�WKDW�GL΍HUHQW�PHWKRGV�
of public participation employed by the government create 
a hierarchical spectrum of real citizen power. For Arnstein, 
redistribution of power was foundational to meaningful 
inclusion. And participation without such redistribution 
of power was “an empty and frustrating process for the 
powerless” (p. 216). Thus those rungs closer to the bottom 
of Arnstein’s conceptual ladder encompass participation 
PHWKRGV� WKDW�DOORZ�RɝFLDOV� WR�FODLP� WKDW�HYHU\RQH�KDV�KDG�
a chance to have their interests considered, but that in the 
end maintain the status quo. The bottom two rungs of the 
ladder are those methods that result in outright manipulation 
of the public. The third rung, “Informing,” and the fourth rung, 
“Consultation,” are where we begin to see what could be the 
FUXFLDO�ȴUVW�VWHSV�WRZDUGV�OHJLWLPDWH�FLWL]HQ�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��$V�
the rungs move higher, the level of decision-making power 
held by citizens increases until rung 8, “Citizen Control.” 
However, the most common forms of participation employed 
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in planning processes today stop at around the third and 
fourth rungs.

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION IN BUDGETING
Research has found that most of the participation methods 
employed by city governments when it comes to soliciting input 
on their budgets are those methods that could be categorized 
into the third (“Informing”) or fourth (“Consulting”) rungs of 
Arnstein’s ladder. Hatcher’s (2015) survey of 195 budget 
directors from cities across the United States found that only 
WZR� SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�PHWKRGV� ZHUH� XVHG� E\� D� PDMRULW\� RI� WKH�
cities in their budgeting processes: public hearings (98%) and 
public comment at meetings (84%). Public hearings are one of 
the examples of participation methods that Arnstein lists as 
part of the fourth rung of the ladder. Some budget managers 
surveyed also discussed using one-way informational 
methods of reaching the public, such as budgeting brochures 
or newsletters. Such pamphlets and other news media are 
two of the examples Arnstein lists when describing the third 
ladder rung.

:DQJ�DQG�:DUW��������VXUYH\HG�KLJK�OHYHO�RɝFLDOV�LQ�����86�
cities to assess public participation in administration. Most 
RɝFLDOV� VXUYH\HG� DJUHHG� WKDW� WKHLU� FLWLHV� LQFRUSRUDWHG� WKH�
public in zoning and other traditional planning processes (94%), 
parks and recreation (87%), and policing and public safety 
(73%). However, only 46% agreed that their city incorporated 
the public in their budgeting process. Furthermore, only 7% 
and 5% agreed that the public was involved in negotiating 
agency budgets and determining the executive budget, 
respectively. This indicates that even in those cities where the 
public is involved in the budgeting process their participation 
LV� QRW� SHUFHLYHG� DV� H΍HFWLYH� E\� DGPLQLVWUDWRUV� LQ� WHUPV� RI�
actually negotiating changes to the budget. Notably, Wang 

and Wart (2007) also found that participation in the area of 
“Transportation and street maintenance” was low among 
cities (37%).

In his survey, Hatcher (2015) found that budget directors 
ȊEHOLHYH� LQ� WKH� HɝFDF\�RI� SXEOLF� LQYROYHPHQW� LQ� EXGJHWLQJ�ȋ�
but that they are “worried about the ability of the public to 
give meaningful input” (p. 660). The budget directors, however, 
GLG�QRW�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKDW�D�VLJQLȴFDQW�EDUULHU�WR�WKH�SXEOLFȇV�
legitimate contribution to the budgeting process may be that 
the cities continue to rely on non-interactive, government-
controlled methods such as the public hearing, and that city 
RɝFLDOV� GR� QRW� IRFXV� RQ� HGXFDWLQJ� WKH� SXEOLF� DERXW� WKHLU�
budgeting process. That is to say, in most cities, the public is 
left with participation methods that only climb to the middle 
rungs of Arnstein’s ladder at best and transfer no real decision-
making power to the people, but most budget directors do not 
see the lack of public participation as the city’s responsibility 
to address.

Timing is also important to attaining meaningful public 
participation. Guo and Neshkova (2012) found that citizen 
input in the budgeting process was most important at the 
beginning and ending stages. That is, involving citizens in the 
setting of budget priorities and program assessment stages 
can improve an agency’s organizational performance by 
increasing its responsiveness to the actual preferences of its 
constituent’s. However, most of the time public input does not 
come until after a proposed budget is drafted (Hatcher, 2015).

Given this environment of constrained citizen power over 
the decision-making process for how cities allocate funding, 
municipal budgeting has historically been a contested site 
LQ�WKH�ȴJKW�IRU�HTXLW\�DQG�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH�LQ�WKH�XUEDQ�VHWWLQJ��
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Participatory Budgeting (PB) is a form of direct democracy 
that has its origins in the Brazilian city of Porto Alegre in 
1989 (Wampler, 2000). Here, direct democracy refers to the 
power of citizens to decide on governmental policy proposals 
(Aragones and Sanchez-Pages, 2009). When they won the 
RɝFH�RI�WKH�0D\RU�RI�3RUWR�$OHJUH��WKH�QHZO\�IRUPHG�:RUNHUVȇ�
3DUW\�LPSOHPHQWHG�3%�DV�SDUW�RI�WKHLU�H΍RUWV�WR�HQG�WKH�VRFLDO�
exclusion and corruption that had historically characterized 
Brazilian governments (Wampler, 2000). Their campaign 
had been based on the “inversion of spending priorities” in 
Porto Alegre’s municipal spending, because spending in the 
corrupt government had been trending for decades towards 
the upper classes (Wampler, 2000, p. 3). In the Porto Alegre 
model, as Wampler (2000) outlined:

Forums are held throughout the year so that 
citizens have the opportunity to allocate resources, 
prioritize broad social policies, and monitor 
public spending. These programs are designed to 
incorporate citizens into the policymaking process, 
spur administrative reform, and distribute public 
resources to low-income neighborhoods. Social and 
political exclusion is challenged as low-income and 
traditionally excluded political actors are given the 
opportunity to make policy decisions. (p. 1)

In its early stages in Porto Alegre, PB decisions were mostly 
focused on the immediate needs of the working class 
(Aragones and Sanchez-Pages, 2009). These issues included 
water supply, sewage disposal, garbage collection, and the 
relocation of families living in slums. In 1989, at the inception 
of PB, only 49% of the population of Porto Alegre was covered 
by basic sanitation. This number grew to 85% by 1996. 
$GGLWLRQDOO\�� WKH�SHULRG���������VDZ�ȴYH� WLPHV� WKH�KRXVLQJ�

production than what was built during the period 1986-88 
(Aragones and Sanchez-Pages, 2009). As basic needs became 
covered by the city, the priorities selected in Porto Alegre’s 
PB process shifted to those most pressing to middle class 
residents (ie education, health, and social services) (Aragones 
and Sanchez-Pages, 2009).

PB in some form or another has since been implemented in 
cities across the world, including in the US. New York City’s 
PB program, launched in 2011, is one of the most visible (Su, 
�������3%�LQ�1<&��MXVW�DV�LQ�3RUWR�$OHJUH��ZDV�SXUSRVHIXOO\�D�
bottom-up process in order to engage some of those residents 
who traditionally have low levels of civic involvement, but are 
often most harmed by the adverse impacts of city decision-
making (Su, 2012). Su (2012) notes that PB in NYC helped 
to broaden people’s notions of whose opinions mattered in 
policy debates. It is for these reasons that this research on PB 
is important to the research at hand. While many city budget 
RɝFLDOV�PD\�ZRUU\�DERXW�WKH�DELOLW\�RI�PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�SXEOLF�
to provide meaningful input on the budget (Hatcher, 2015; Su, 
2018), the successes of PB reveal the political nature of the 
budgeting process. They reveal that producing a budget is not 
merely a technical feat, but a nuanced process through which 
VRPH�SHRSOH�DUH�PDGH�EHWWHU�R΍��DQG�RWKHUV�ZRUVH�

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION IN BUDGETING: CITY OF LOS 
ANGELES
While there is a relatively large range of literature that 
discusses public participation in various planning processes 
LQ�/RV�$QJHOHV��5HLWDQ�	�%DQHUMHH��������6ORDQH�HW�DO���������
Deener, 2016), there is scant existing literature that evaluates 
LQYROYHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�PXQLFLSDO�EXGJHWLQJ�SURFHVV�VSHFLȴFDOO\�
— and nothing in regards to the development of the City’s 
“transportation budget.” This is likely due in part to the 
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constrained environment for public participation in LA’s budget 
process. Currently, there are two formal channels through 
which the City is required to receive and analyze public input 
UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�EXGJHW��7KH�ȴUVW�LV�YLD�SXEOLF�FRPPHQWV�DW�WKH�
City Council meetings held in late May regarding the Mayor’s 
Proposed Budget or at the meetings of the Council’s Budget 
and Finance Committee that happen prior to these meetings 
of the full Council. The second is through the City’s network of 
Neighborhood Councils (NC). Under the City Charter that was 
adopted in 1999 and that implemented the NC system, NCs 
are given the right to “present to the Mayor and Council an 
annual list of priorities for the City budget” (Los Angeles City 
Charter, Article IX).

To address this task of consulting the Mayor on budget 
SULRULWLHV�� WKH� 1&V� KDYH� GHYHORSHG� D� VSHFLȴF� UROH�� WKH� 1&�
Budget Advocates. However, as one of the few channels 
through which public input on the budget is solicited, NCs 
likely fall short of advocating for the needs of some of the 
City’s most transportation-disadvantaged residents. As 
self-organized, voluntary organizations, NC boards have 
KLVWRULFDOO\�DQG�FRQWLQXH�WR�EH�SUHGRPLQDQWO\�:KLWH��DɞXHQW��
highly-educated, and homeowners (Musso et al., 2006; Li et 
al., 2019). Additionally, length of residence and ability to speak 
English are both positively correlated with more successful NC 
formation (Jun, 2007). And while their capacity has been found 
to vary widely across the City based on a variety of factors, 
ultimately research has found that NCs can only be described 
DV� PRGHUDWHO\� H΍HFWLYH� DQG� W\SLFDOO\� UHPDLQ� SHULSKHUDO� LQ�
citywide policy and decision making (Musso et al., 2007; Jun & 
Shiau, 2012; Li et al., 2019).

Based on this existing research, it seems evident that public 
participation in LA’s budgeting process — in particular 

for marginalized communities with fewer resources — is 
constrained to the middling rungs of Arnstein’s ladder. Some 
aspects of the budgeting process indicate only reaching even 
the third rung of the ladder, where citizens are informed of 
budgetary options but have little power to make changes. In 
particular, Arnstein states that this is often characteristic of 
planning processes where information is provided at a late 
stage. And as Guo and Neshkova (2012) indicated, public 
input is especially important early on in the budgeting process 
LQ�RUGHU� WR�EH�H΍HFWLYH�� ΖQ�/$��KRZHYHU�� OLWWOH�SXEOLF� LQSXW� LV�
formally welcomed until the Mayor releases their proposed 
budget in mid-April, at which point limited changes are typically 
made as the City Council has only until June 1st to approve the 
new budget. Even for NCs, the existing research indicates that 
WKHLU�UROH�SODFHV�WKHP�DW�RQO\�DERXW�WKH�ȴIWK�UXQJ�RI�$UQVWHLQȇV�
ladder, “Placation.” NCs are sites where any member of the 
public is ostensibly intended to be able to take a more direct 
role in the democratic decision-making process, but where 
WKH�ȊWUDGLWLRQDO�SRZHU�HOLWHȋ�WHQG�WR�KROG�D�PDMRULW\�RI�VHDWV�
(Arnstein, 1969, p. 29). And, furthermore, the city maintains 
WKH�ULJKW�WR�MXGJH�WKH�ȊOHJLWLPDF\�RU�IHDVLELOLW\�RI�WKH�DGYLFHȋ�
provided by NCs, including that of the Budget Advocates (p. 
�����%RWK�RI�WKHVH�DUH�PDUNHUV�RI�$UQVWHLQȇV�ȴIWK�UXQJ�

CONCLUSION
While much of the existing research on public participation in 
the budgeting process has been focused on the perspective 
of the city, the research presented herein expands on 
this previous work by looking from the perspective of a 
community-based organization (CBO) — or advocacy group 
— such as Investing in Place. Within an already operating and 
existing system, what are the options for CBOs to increase 
their control over the process? That is, how can CBOs that are 
currently constrained to low rungs of Arnstein’s ladder move 
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up to higher rungs from their position outside of the city 
government? While a model such as PB that would achieve 
the “Citizen Control” unique to the eighth and highest rung 
of Arnstein’s ladder is unlikely in the City of LA at the current 
moment, the research presented herein aims to guide the 
H΍RUWV�RI� ΖQYHVWLQJ� LQ�3ODFH�DQG�RWKHU�&%2V� WR�ZUHVW� VRPH�
power over the budgeting process. As Arnstein notes, “in most 
cases where power has come to be shared it was taken by the 
citizens, not given by the city” (p. 31).
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METHODOLOGY

The research question I intend to answer herein is two-fold: 
What is the transportation budgeting process in the City of LA? 
And, what are the best methods for transportation-focused 
CBOs to advocate within this process? Currently, this system 
has little in the way of requirements for public participation 
or engagement, and community stakeholders are frequently 
brought in only when it is too late to make meaningful changes 
to the budget. To answer the two-part research question then 
requires qualitative research methods, as only qualitative 
methods will allow me to paint an in-depth picture of this 
complex process and the highly political web in which it exists. 
The research methods used are as follows:

PROFESSIONAL INTERVIEWS
I conducted 10 interviews with individuals who hold key 
SRVLWLRQV� LQ� GL΍HUHQW� GHSDUWPHQWV�DJHQFLHV� DFURVV� WKH� &LW\�
of LA that all interact with the City’s transportation budgeting 
SURFHVV��.H\�LQGLYLGXDOV�IURP�WKH�0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH��2ɝFH�RI�WKH�
&LW\�$GPLQLVWUDWLYH�2ɝFHU��&$2���&LW\�&RXQFLOPHPEHU�2ɝFHV��
&LW\�&RQWUROOHUȇV�2ɝFH��DQG�WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�7UDQVSRUWDWLRQ�
(DOT), as well as one representative from LA’s Neighborhood 
Councils, were tapped for their particular knowledge on 
aspects of the budgeting process and transportation funding. 
The sampling method for interviews combined both selective 
and snowball sampling. I generated an initial list of interview 
contacts based on historical documents published across 
various City agencies, as well as from recommendations based 
on the expertise of my client. I then asked each interview 

VXEMHFW� WR� UHFRPPHQG� RWKHU� VWD΍� PHPEHUV� WKH\� EHOLHYHG�
would provide an important perspective to this research and 
then contacted these recommendations.

Interviews were conducted in-person, generally 30-45 minutes 
ORQJ��DQG�TXHVWLRQV�ZHUH�WDLORUHG�WR�WKH�H[SHUWLVH�DQG�VSHFLȴF�
area of work of each individual interview participant. However 
the interview schedule overall followed a general outline: (1) 
Ζ�EHJDQ�ZLWK�TXHVWLRQV�DERXW�WKH�VXEMHFWȇV�EDFNJURXQG�ZLWK�
the City of LA and role in the budgeting process, (2) then 
covered questions related to how that individual approaches 
reading the budget, (3) then asked questions related to the 
WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�EXGJHW�VSHFLȴFDOO\�DQG�WKH�SROLWLFDO�QDWXUH�RI�
these funds, and (4) concluded with questions about public 
involvement in the transportation budgeting process and 
recommendations for CBO involvement. For an example of 
an interview schedule, see Appendix A.

For the analysis, I summarized the most salient points from 
HDFK� LQWHUYLHZ� DQG� SDLG� VSHFLȴF� DWWHQWLRQ� WR� WKRVH� SRLQWV�
that were brought up across multiple interviews. I then 
GL΍HUHQWLDWHG�WKHVH�LQWR�PDMRU�WDNHDZD\�FDWHJRULHV������EHVW�
SUDFWLFHV�RQ�KRZ�WR� UHDG� WKH�EXGJHW�TXLFNO\�DQG�HɝFLHQWO\��
(2) understanding the transportation budgeting process 
(expanding on the timeline, key players, tensions, politics, etc.), 
and (3) recommendations for CBO involvement. The purpose 
of this analysis was to illuminate this process and form a set 
of precise recommendations for Investing in Place to discuss 
with other CBOs on how to frame a budget advocacy request 
that will most likely achieve success.

FOCUS GROUPS
The intent of this research process was to be iterative between 
both expert interviews and focus groups with CBOs. That is, I 
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began with an initial set of 4 expert interviews conducted in 
December. I then synthesized the main takeaways and initial 
ȴQGLQJV� IURP� WKHVH� LQWHUYLHZV� WR� SUHVHQW� DW� D� IRFXV� JURXS�
with CBOs in January. At this focus group, I presented my 
LQLWLDO� ȴQGLQJV� DQG� VRPH� SRWHQWLDO� HGXFDWLRQDO� WRROV�PHDQW�
IRU�HGXFDWLQJ�&%2�VWD΍�DERXW� WKH� WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�EXGJHWLQJ�
process. The CBOs in attendance at this focus group provided 
IHHGEDFN� RQ� P\� ȴQGLQJV� DQG� WKHVH� WRROV�� ZKLFK� Ζ� WKHQ�
incorporated into my expert interviews moving forward in 
order that I could better tailor my research to meet their 
needs. I then conducted another round of expert interviews 
leading up to another focus group meeting in March with the 
VDPH�FRKRUW�RI�&%2V��IROORZHG�E\�D�ȴQDO�IRFXV�JURXS�PHHWLQJ�
LQ�0D\�ZKHUH� Ζ�SUHVHQWHG�P\�ȴQDO�ȴQGLQJV�DQG�HGXFDWLRQDO�
tools. 

The purpose of these successive focus groups was to connect 
with a cohort of CBOs who are heavily invested in transportation 
advocacy in the City of LA so that I could repeatedly tune my 
research process to best meet their needs. The individuals 
who attended each focus group represent the following CBOs: 

ȏ� Alliance for Community Transit (ACT-LA)
ȏ� American Heart Association
ȏ� Inclusive Action for the City
ȏ� Los Angeles Walks
ȏ� Move LA
ȏ� People for Mobility Justice
ȏ� Women Organizing Resources, Knowledge, and 

Services (WORKS)

Ζ� DQDO\]HG� IRFXV� JURXS� ȴQGLQJV� E\� LGHQWLI\LQJ� WKRVH� QHHGV�
regarding budget analysis that were voiced most frequently 
and which received the most support among fellow focus 

group attendees. While not every need expressed by CBOs 
FRXOG�EH�DGGUHVVHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�VFRSH�RI�WKLV�UHVHDUFK�SURMHFW��
Ζ�LGHQWLȴHG�WKRVH�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�DGGUHVVHG�DQG�VXEVHTXHQWO\�
incorporated these into my expert interview questions and 
the development of an educational tool.
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FINDINGS

I present the results of my research as follows. First, I discuss 
WKRVH� ȴQGLQJV� WKDW� KHOS� WR� LOOXPLQDWH� WKH� WUXO\� FRPSOH[�
process of developing the city’s budget, which is typically 
partially obscured from public view. Following from this, I 
GLVFXVV�P\� ȴQGLQJV� RQ� KRZ� FKDQJH� KDSSHQV� LQFUHPHQWDOO\�
in the budget, and how there is tension within the city on 
the role of politics in instigating any such changes in the 
budget. Next, I discuss what my interviews found about the 
VSHFLȴF�UROH�RI�WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�UHODWHG�IXQGLQJ�DQG�LWV�XQLTXH�
challenges within the budgeting process. Lastly, I discuss the 
focus groups and the development of my budget advocacy 
educational tool, “Easy Money: A Handbook for Reading and 
Understanding the City of LA’s Budget Documents,” which can 
be found in its entirety in Appendix B of this report.

ILLUMINATING THE BUDGET PROCESS
Formally, the city lays out a relatively straight forward timeline 
RI� HYHQWV� IRU� HDFK� EXGJHW� F\FOH�� 7KDW� LV�� HDFK� GHSDUWPHQW�
bureau is required to submit their budget requests to 
WKH�0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH�DQG� WKH�2ɝFH�RI� WKH�&$2�E\� WKH�HQG�RI�
1RYHPEHU�� WKH� 0D\RUȇV� 2ɝFH� UHYLHZV� WKHVH� UHTXHVWV� ZLWK�
input from the CAO and releases the Proposed Budget in 
April; and then City Council reviews the Proposed Budget, 
holds public hearings where they receive and consider public 
FRPPHQW�RQ�WKH�EXGJHW��DQG�WKHQ�SDVV�D�ȴQDO�YHUVLRQ�RI�WKH�
budget by June 1. But interviews revealed a much more winding 
path to the ultimate budget approval with a wide range of 
internal stakeholders involved at overlapping moments.

ΖQWHUYLHZHHV�IURP�GL΍HUHQW�RɝFHV�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�FLW\�QRWHG�
that the budget is considered by many to be mostly set by 
the time the Mayor has released their proposed budget. A city 
FRXQFLOPHPEHUȇV�VWD΍HU�QRWHG�WKDW�ȊLWȇV�KDUG�WR�SXW�LQ�D�KHDY\�
lift at the late stages.” That is, by the time it reaches the Budget 
and Finance Committee of the City Council, there is limited time 
to make drastic changes to the budget. Most of the changes 
implemented by the council are small re-arrangements or 
ȴ[HV��9HU\�UDUHO\�ZLOO�D�IXOO\�QHZ�SURMHFW�RI�EXGJHWDU\�UHTXHVW�
receive funding at this stage. An important and somewhat 
intuitive aspect of the budget, brought up in most interviews, 
is that it is easier to make bigger budget requests when there 
is more money to go around or when the economy is strong. 
It is harder to make the case for allocating money when that 
money must be moved away from something else in order to 
do so. The City Council stage of the budgeting process can be 
thought of through this lens. Regardless of the strength of the 
economy that year, by the time the budget reaches the Council 
all of the money in the budget has already been proposed to 
EH� DOORFDWHG� IRU� D� VSHFLȴF� SXUSRVH��0DNLQJ� FKDQJHV� DW� WKLV�
stage is thus always harder than earlier on in the process.

This goes against what the city has laid out as its formal 
process of public input, where if a member of the public wants 
to make change in the budget they are expected to be able to 
GR�VR�WKURXJK�SXEOLF�KHDULQJV�YLD�&LW\�&RXQFLO��%XW�WKLV�ȴQGLQJ�
ȴWV�ZLWK�ZKDW�KDV�EHHQ�IRXQG�LQ�SUHYLRXV�UHVHDUFK�WKDW�FLWLHV�
RIWHQ�HPSOR\�LQH΍HFWLYH�PHDQV�RI�HQJDJLQJ�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ�RQ�
the budget process (Hatcher, 2015; Wang & Wart, 2007). And 
WKDW�LQSXW�LV�PRVW�H΍HFWLYH�HDUO\�RQ��EXW�WKDW�PDQ\�FLWLHV�GR�
not seek out the public’s input until the late stages (Guo & 
Neshkova, 2012; Hatcher, 2015). Time and again throughout 
DOPRVW� HYHU\� LQWHUYLHZ�� FLW\� RɝFLDOV� VWDWHG� WKDW� H΍HFWLYH�
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input must happen before the Mayor releases their Proposed 
Budget. 

In this time before the budget reaches the City Council, 
GHSDUWPHQWV� DQG�EXUHDXV�PXVW� ȴUVW� GUDIW� DQG�GHOLYHU� WKHLU�
EXGJHW�UHTXHVWV�WR�WKH�0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH��%XW�WKH\�DUH�IDU�IURP�
formulating these requests in a vacuum. The Mayor sends 
out their Budget Policy Letter in early September. This is a 
VKRUW�GLUHFWLYH��WKH�/HWWHU�IRU�ȴVFDO�\HDU�����������ZDV�WKUHH�
pages) that informs departments of the Mayor’s main citywide 
priorities for the upcoming budget and general rules to which 
WKH\�PXVW�FRPSO\��$Q�H[DPSOH�RI�DQ�LQVWUXFWLRQ�IURP�WKH�ȴVFDO�
year 2020-2021 Budget Policy Letter is to, “Maximize the use 
of special funds in all budget proposals, where appropriate” 
(Garcetti, 2019). Immediately following this Letter, the CAO 
releases their Budget Instructions. These Instructions provide 
in-depth details on how departments should go about 
formatting and submitting their budget requests. Along with 
the Instructions, the CAO also provides departments with 
IRUPV��W\SLFDOO\�HLWKHU�([FHO�RU�:RUG�GRFXPHQWV��IRU�WKHP�WR�ȴOO�
out for every budget request. Interviewees informed me that 
the CAO receives approximately 800-1,000 individual budget 
requests across all city departments, so these Instructions 
and forms help them to review and compare requests from 
GL΍HUHQW�GHSDUWPHQWV��

And as departments begin to formulate their budget 
submissions, conversations are already happening between 
GHFLVLRQ� PDNHUV� WR� HVWDEOLVK� SULRULWLHV�� &LW\� &RXQFLO� RɝFHV�
communicate with departments about their district’s priorities. 
7KH�&RXQFLO�RɝFHV�DLP�WR�KDYH�WKHLU�SULRULW\� IXQGLQJ� LVVXHV�
included in departments’ submissions to the Mayor. But, as 
RQH� UHSUHVHQWDWLYH� IURP�D�&LW\� &RXQFLO� RɝFH� LQIRUPHG�PH��
if the funding priority does not make it into a department’s 

submission or the Proposed Budget, then ensuring that 
a priority is well-known early on in the process can make it 
easier to add into the budget later when it reaches council. As 
GLVFXVVHG��WKLV� LV�D�WLPH�ZKHQ�LW� LV�W\SLFDOO\�GLɝFXOW�WR�PDNH�
VLJQLȴFDQW�FKDQJHV�WR�WKH�EXGJHW��6R�DQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKDW�
WKLV�KDV�ORQJ�EHHQ�D�&RXQFLO�RɝFH�SULRULW\�LV�TXLWH�KHOSIXO��

And departments themselves start pitching potential budget 
UHTXHVWV� WR� WKH� 0D\RUȇV� 2ɝFH� HDUO\� RQ�� DFFRUGLQJ� WR� RQH�
LQWHUYLHZHH� IURP� WKH� 0D\RUȇV� 2ɝFH�� ΖQ� VHYHUDO� LQWHUYLHZV�
it was brought up that the Mayor’s stated priorities have 
D� VLJQLȴFDQW� H΍HFW� RQ� KRZ� GHSDUWPHQWȇV� IRUPXODWH� WKHLU�
requests. For example, Mayor Eric Garcetti’s priorities for the 
budget throughout his term have been as follows:

1. A Safe City
2. A Prosperous City
3. A Liveable and Sustainable City
4. A Well-Run City Government

All budget requests submitted by departments must include 
which of these four priority areas they support. But there is 
also what one interviewee referred to as “an overall tone” to 
the budget process that is generally set by the Mayor that can 
reveal more than what is written about these four priority 
DUHDV��$QG�GHSDUWPHQWV�FRPPXQLFDWH�ZLWK�WKH�0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH�
about how to best frame their budget asks, working within 
this framework. Often, budget politics comes down to what 
DQ�LQWHUYLHZHH�IURP�D�&LW\�&RXQFLOPHPEHUȇV�RɝFH�UHIHUUHG�WR�
as “branding,” or what another interviewee from the Finance 
Department referred to as the strategic use of “buzzwords.” 
For example, if LADOT were to make a budget request for a 
SHGHVWULDQ�RU�F\FOLVW�VDIHW\�SURMHFW��WKH\�ZRXOG�OLNHO\�IUDPH�LW�
DV� D� ȊUHVLOLHQFHȋ� SURMHFW�� 7KH\�ZRXOG�EH�XQOLNHO\� WR� VD\� WKDW�
LW� LV� D� ȊSXEOLF� VDIHW\ȋ� SURMHFW�� Ȋ5HVLOLHQFHȋ� EHLQJ� D� EX]]ZRUG�
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IRU� SURMHFWV� WKDW� SURPRWH� HQYLURQPHQWDO� VXVWDLQDELOLW\� DQG�
reduce reliance on automobiles. In the world of LA budgeting 
politics, “safety” almost always refers to services provided by 
the Los Angeles Police and Fire Departments.

And while the stated priorities and direction of the Mayor may 
play a heavy hand in how budget requests are formulated, the 
0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH�LWVHOI�GRHV�QRW�PDNH�PDQ\�GLUHFW�UHTXHVWV�RI�
GHSDUWPHQWV��%DVHG�RQ� LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH�VWD΍��
WKH�0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH�ZLOO�WHOO�GHSDUWPHQWV�ZKHQ�VRPHWKLQJ�LV�D�
priority to them in advance of the department compiling its 
UHTXHVW�VXEPLVVLRQ��%XW�WKH�DFWXDO�SURMHFWV�RU�WKH�SURJUDPV�
that they recommend to departments to include in their 
budget requests is a small percentage of the overall budget 
that departments submit.

Once departments have submitted their budget requests 
WR� WKH�0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH�E\� WKH�HQG�RI�1RYHPEHU��D�VLJQLȴFDQW�
amount of negotiating and maneuvering has already occurred 
between various actors within the city. Even after they submit 
their requests, however, departments are still allowed to 
submit supplemental budget requests. Interviews informed 
me that these can be used in the event that the department 
forgot to include something in their initial request, or if the 
0D\RUȇV� 2ɝFH� UHFRJQL]HV� DQ� LQFRQVLVWHQF\� ZKHQ� GRLQJ� LWV�
review. And according to anecdotal experience from a city 
RɝFLDO�LQ�WKH�0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH��RQ�DYHUDJH�RQO\�DERXW�KDOI�RI�WKH�
requests made by a department will make it into the Mayor’s 
Proposed Budget. So the budget is far from set after requests 
have been submitted, and departments must continue to 
champion their own cause as the Mayor and CAO weigh 
WKH�EHQHȴWV�RI�DOORFDWLQJ�IXQGLQJ�WR�GL΍HUHQW�SURJUDPV�DQG�
GL΍HUHQW�GHSDUWPHQWV�JLYHQ�WKH�OLPLWHG�SRRO�RI�ȴQDQFHV�IURP�
which the city has to draw on. Throughout the winter, the 

Mayor and CAO hold meetings with departments to discuss 
LQ�GHWDLO�WKH�QHHGV�WKH\�KDYH�LGHQWLȴHG�WKURXJK�WKHLU�EXGJHW�
submissions.

All of this happens before the city begins its formal public 
engagement process, which only begins when the Mayor 
releases the Proposed Budget in April and City Council holds 
public hearings to consider the proposal. Before this, the only 
formal public input happens via the NC Budget Advocates. 
Throughout the month of October, the NC Budget Advocates 
meet with every department and bureau in the city to discuss 
WKDW�GHSDUWPHQW�EXUHDXȇV�FXUUHQW�ȴVFDO�VLWXDWLRQ��WKHLU�SODQV�
IRU�WKH�FRPLQJ�ȴVFDO�\HDU��DQG�WKH�%XGJHW�$GYRFDWHVȇ�SULRULWLHV�
for that department or bureau. Based on these meetings, the 
NC Budget Advocates then release a White Paper, typically 
in February or March, that details their recommendations 
for the city as a whole, as well as for each department 
LQGLYLGXDOO\�� 7KH\� SUHVHQW� WKHLU� ȴQGLQJV� LQ� D� PHHWLQJ� ZLWK�
the Mayor and also have the opportunity to present to the 
Budget and Finance Committee of the City Council when the 
public hearing process begins. As an interviewee from the NC 
%RDUG�RI�&RPPLVVLRQHUV� LQGLFDWHG��KRZHYHU�� LW� LV�GLɝFXOW� WR�
PHDVXUH� WKH� LQȵXHQFH� WKDW� WKH� %XGJHW� $GYRFDWHV� DUH� DEOH�
WR�KDYH�RQ�WKH�RɝFLDO�EXGJHW�EHFDXVH�PRVW�RI�WKHLU�ZRUN�LV�
done in private meetings. While the Budget Advocates include 
a summary of each meeting’s discussion in their White Paper, 
these meetings are nonetheless private. 

In response to the NC Budget Advocates’ White Paper, the CAO 
submits to City Council an analysis of every recommendation 
made in the Paper. Table 1 provides three examples of 
feedback provided by the CAO for the 2019 White Paper. The 
feedback does not address the recommendation itself. Rather, 
it addresses to what degree the recommendation has or has
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TABLE 1: Three examples from the CAO’s report to the Budget and Finance Committee on the recommendations made by the 
NC Budget Advocates in their 2019 White Paper.

Department 2019 White Paper 
Recommendation Category

Submitted 
with 2019-
2020 Budget 
Request?

Status of 
2019-20 
Budget 
Request

CAO Feedback

Bureau of 
Engineering

Add 6 to 8 positions to 
design and deliver new and 
H[SDQGHG�SURMHFWV�LQFOXGLQJ�
one position to accelerate 
construction on  the Purple 
Line, 3 to 5 positions to double 
Department of Transportation’s 
�'27ȇV��$XWRPDWHG�7UDɝF�
Signal Program, and both a 
construction manager and 
administrative person for the 
Civic Center Program

New Proposal 
(not under 
consideration by 
the Council as part 
of the Proposed 
Budget, an existing 
motion, or other 
pending actions)

No 1�$���
department 
did not 
submit budget 
request

The Bureau of Engineering did 
not request additional positions 
to support the Purple Line, DOT’s 
$XWRPDWHG�7UDɝF�6LJQDO�3URJUDP��
DQG�&LYLF�&HQWHU�%XLOGLQJ�3URMHFW��
Consequently, this item was not 
considered.

Bureau of 
Street Services

Make data available to the 
SXEOLF�EURNHQ�GRZQ�E\�SURMHFW��
documenting dollars spent, 
services provided, performance 
PHWULFV�DQG�SURMHFW�VFKHGXOHV�
(existing and future) drilled 
down by Council District (CD), 
Neighborhood Council (NC) area, 
and street

Pending in Budget 
(department 
submitted 
proposal in 2019-
20 budget request)

Yes NOT included 
in 2019-20 
Proposed 
Budget

The Bureau of Street Services 
submitted a budgetary request 
for $500,000 in its Contractual 
Services Account to hire a 
consultant to advise on a strategic 
plan to implement a public-facing 
data panel. The Proposed Budget 
does not provide funding for this 
request.

Bureau of 
Street Services

Implement an alley repair 
program.

Pending in Budget 
(department 
submitted 
proposal in 2019-
20 budget request)

Yes Included 
in 2019-20 
Proposed 
Budget

The Proposed Budget provides 
$3,000,000 for alley paving as a 
Special Fund Appropriation within 
the Measure M Local Return 
Fund.
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not already been incorporated into the Proposed Budget, or 
if it is something the city is already implementing in some 
other way. The CAO indicates that the Budget and Finance 
Committee should use the budget memo process if they would 
like a further report on any White Paper recommendations. 
Though in reviewing the Proposed Budget for FY 2019-2020 
the Committee did not request any such reports.

Clearly, there is much more complexity to the budget process 
than the straightforward timeline presented by the city. The 
IRXU� NH\�SOD\HUV�ȃ� WKH�0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH�� WKH�&LW\�&RXQFLO�� WKH�
CAO, and the budgetary department — go back and forth 
WKURXJKRXW�WKH�\HDU��ȵXFWXDWLQJ�LQ�ZKR�KDV�WKH�PRVW�FRQWURO�
over a budget ask. Overall though, there are parameters that 
DUH�VHW�WKDW�FLW\�VWD΍�ZRUN�ZLWKLQ��.QRZLQJ�WKHVH�SDUDPHWHUV�
can be key to success for a CBO looking to get involved from 
the outside.

HOW DOES CHANGE HAPPEN IN THE BUDGET?
Understanding the complexity and overlapping nature of the 
budget process raises the question of how change actually oc-
FXUV�WR�UHȵHFW�VKLIWV�LQ�SROLF\��GLUHFWLRQ��RU�SXEOLF�VHQWLPHQW�LQ�
the city. And my interviews revealed that the budget is some-
ZKDW�UHVLVWDQW�WR�FKDQJH��$V�RQH�LQWHUYLHZHH�IURP�WKH�2ɝFH�
of the CAO put it, “There’s only so much you can do to change 
the direction of a 40,000 person organization in one budget 
cycle.” As such, budgetary change is inherently a “slow march” 
that occurs in increments year over year, as described by an 
LQWHUYLHZHH�IURP�D�&LW\�&RXQFLO�RɝFH��7KLV�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�
the budget changing slowly and incrementally was repeated 
throughout interviews. Several interviewees brought up the 
funding that the city has put towards homelessness as an 
example of this incremental change, stating that — over the 
course of several budget cycles — Mayor Eric Garcetti’s prior-

ity emphasis on homelessness can be seen through a shift in 
budgeted amounts.

This very incremental change is in part due to the fact that the 
city does not do a re-evaluation of all of its funds every year. 
That is, most of the money actually remains in what is known 
as the “base” budget. This is money that maintains city ser-
vices at the same level from year to year. For the most part, 
the base budget is constituted of the salaries of the city’s reg-
ular authority positions. Regular authority positions are those 
long-term, permanent positions that have been instituted by 
an ordinance adopted by the City Council and Mayor, as op-
posed to resolution authority positions, which must be re-au-
WKRUL]HG�HDFK�ȴVFDO� \HDU��'HSDUWPHQWV�ZLOO�GHWDLO� WKHLU�EDVH�
budget in their budget requests to the Mayor and CAO for 
inclusion in analysis, and the city may delete some regular au-
thority positions — typically only those that are vacant — as 
ZHOO�DV�LQVWLWXWH�FRVW�RI�OLYLQJ�DGMXVWPHQWV��%XW�WKH�EDVH�EXG-
JHW�LV�QRW�ODLG�RXW�LQ�WKH�EXGJHW�GRFXPHQWV�WKH�0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH�
produces and that City Council and the public review. 

7KLV�LV�UHȵHFWLYH�RI�DQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DPRQJ�FLW\�RɝFLDOV�WKDW�
a large portion of the budget is not going to be shifting from 
\HDU�WR�\HDU��7KXV��ZKHQ�FLW\�VWD΍�DUH�PDNLQJ�DQG�SULRULWL]LQJ�
budget requests, it is with the understanding that they are not 
working with the city’s entire $10 billion budget, but rather a 
PXFK�VPDOOHU�SRUWLRQ�RI� IXQGV� WKDW�DUH�ȵH[LEOH��%HFDXVH�RI�
this, an interviewee from the NCs stated that, “There’s more 
SRZHU� LQ� WKH� VPDOOHU� VWX΍� WKDQ�PRELOL]LQJ� IRU� WKH� ELJ�� ����
PLOOLRQ� EXGJHW�ȋ� VHHPLQJO\� UHȵHFWLQJ� WKH� HQWUHQFKHG� EHOLHI�
DPRQJ�FLW\�VWD΍�WKDW�WKH�EXGJHW�LV�VORZ�DQG�RIWHQ�UHVLVWDQW�WR�
respond to change.

Implementing a budgeting system where every dollar of ex-
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penditure in the budget does get scrutinized and evaluated 
HDFK�ȴVFDO�\HDU�ZDV�UHFRJQL]HG�E\�RQH�LQWHUYLHZHH�IURP�WKH�
0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH�DV�D�FKDQJH� WKDW�ZRXOG� OLNHO\�PDNH� WKH�EXG-
get more transparent and responsive to current needs. Such 
a budgeting method is known as “zero-based budgeting” 
(Callaghan et al., 2014). However, moving the city over to a 
zero-based budgeting system would certainly require a tre-
PHQGRXV�DPRXQW�RI�H΍RUW�DQG�LV�EH\RQG�WKH�FLW\ȇV�FXUUHQW�FD-
pacity, especially without a groundswell of support, according 
to this interviewee.

DOES THE BUDGET MAKE POLICY, OR IMPLEMENT IT?
An area of tension that came up across my interviews with city 
RɝFLDOV�ZDV�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�ZKHWKHU�WKH�EXGJHW�LV�D�WRRO�WKDW�
itself makes policy, or simply implements already established 
policy. Some interviewees were adamant that the budget is 
not a place for CBOs, members of the public, or people within 
the city government to try to push policy changes. As one in-
WHUYLHZHH�IURP�D�&LW\�&RXQFLOPHPEHUȇV�RɝFH�SXW�LW��Ȋ3HRSOH�
want to use the budget to make policy changes. We put up 
a hand there. Policy changes need to go through the public 
process.” Interviewees thus indicated the reticence, in partic-
ular on the part of the City Council, to make changes via the 
budget that they viewed as diverging from stated policies of 
the city. For one example, an interviewee from the Finance 
Department brought up that many transportation advocates 
may be interested in looking at money that’s currently used 
for enforcement, or policing. However, she indicated that such 
a change in the direction of the city’s budget — that is, taking 
money away from LAPD and instead directing it to other pro-
JUDPV�RU�SURMHFWV�WR�WU\�WR�DFKLHYH�WKH�VDPH�JRDOV�RI�SXEOLF�
safety — would likely have to begin as a conversation outside 
the budgeting process before advocates might begin to see a 
change in the budget.

Despite this, there also seemed to be an understanding 
among many interviewees that the budget is nevertheless a 
SROLF\�WRRO�WKDW�UHȵHFWV�WKH�SROLWLFDO�QDWXUH�RI�WKH�FLW\�DW�ODUJH��
As that same interviewee from the Finance Department put 
it, “Our budget is a statement of values.” And an interviewee 
IURP�WKH�0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH�VWDWHG�WKDW��ȊΖI�\RXȇUH�JRLQJ�WR�EH�SXW-
ting money towards one program versus another program, 
you’re still making policy in general.” But the fact that city de-
cision makers — and in particular members of the City Coun-
cil — want the budget to be viewed as a technical rather than 
political document ends up shaping the very politics of the 
budget process itself. That is to say, this anti-political stance 
of the City Council means that departments must be clear in 
how their budget requests relate to already articulated poli-
cies and priorities. This frames a large part of the budgeting 
process discussed above.

TRANSPORTATION’S ROLE IN THE BUDGET
Transportation advocates face an uphill battle when looking 
to make changes to how the city allocates funding for its pub-
lic rights-of-way. On top of the complexities and challenges of 
the budgeting process already discussed, transportation ad-
YRFDWHV�ZLOO�ȴQG�WKDW�IXQGLQJ�IRU�WKH�SXEOLF�ULJKWV�RI�ZD\�LQ�/$�
LV�VSUHDG�DFURVV�PDQ\�GL΍HUHQW�GHSDUWPHQWV�DQG�EXUHDXV��$V�
PDQ\�DV�HOHYHQ�GL΍HUHQW�DJHQFLHV�DFURVV�WKH�FLW\�KDYH�MXULV-
GLFWLRQ�RU�DUH�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�GL΍HUHQW�DVSHFWV�RI�FLW\�VWUHHW-
scapes (Iwasaki, 2017). Three of these tend to be the focus 
of much of the work with which transportation advocates are 
concerned: the Department of Transportation (DOT), the Bu-
reau of Engineering (BOE), and the Bureau of Street Services 
(BSS). The fact that there is no holistic “transportation” budget 
can make understanding the city’s priorities with regards to 
WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�IXQGLQJ�HYHQ�PRUH�GLɝFXOW�IRU�DGYRFDWHV�
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Interviewees stated that funding for transportation is spread 
DFURVV�VR�PDQ\�GL΍HUHQW�VRXUFHV�EHFDXVH�WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�LV�D�
very political topic. In part, this is because “the street means 
GL΍HUHQW�WKLQJV�WR�GL΍HUHQW�SHRSOH�ȋ�DV�RQH�LQWHUYLHZHH�IURP�
WKH�0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH�VWDWHG��7KH\�ZHQW�RQ�WR�VD\�WKDW�VRPH�LQ�
the city view transportation as “mobility,” while others view 
it as a necessary aspect of “economic development.” These 
GL΍HUHQW� SDUDGLJPV� IRU� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� ZKDW� WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�
actually is for the City of Los Angeles then lead people to var-
ious conclusions about how money should be spent across 
the public rights-of-way and what aspects of mobility should 
EH�SULRULWL]HG��)RU� LQVWDQFH��ȊHYHU\RQHȇV�GHȴQLWLRQ�RI�ZKDW� LV�
DQG� LVQȇW�9LVLRQ�=HUR� LV�GL΍HUHQW�ȋ�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�DQ� LQWHUYLHZ-
HH�IURP�D�&LW\�&RXQFLOPHPEHUȇV�RɝFH��9LVLRQ�=HUR��ODXQFKHG�
in 2015, is the city’s program to implement its commitment 
WR�UHGXFH�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�WUDɝF�IDWDOLWLHV�WR�]HUR�E\�WKH�\HDU�
������/LQWRQ���������2VWHQVLEO\��WKH�9LVLRQ�=HUR�SURJUDP�DQG�
IXQGLQJ�LV� LQWHQGHG�WR� LPSOHPHQW�VWUHHW�VDIHW\�SURMHFWV��%XW�
EHFDXVH�GHȴQLWLRQV�DURXQG�ERWK�WKH�ȊVWUHHWȋ�DQG�ȊVDIHW\ȋ�WHQG�
to remain up to the interpretation of the individual, depart-
PHQWV�ZLOO�RIWHQ�DWWHPSW�WR�VWUHWFK�9LVLRQ�=HUR�IXQGLQJ�WR�FRY-
HU�PDQ\�W\SHV�RI�GHSDUWPHQW�SURMHFWV��2QH�H[DPSOH�SURYLGHG�
E\�WKLV�VDPH�LQWHUYLHZHH�ZDV�D�KLOOVLGH�PDLQWHQDQFH�SURMHFW�
DW�ULVN�RI� ODQGVOLGH�QH[W� WR�D�EXV\�URDG�EHLQJ�FODVVLȴHG�DV�D�
9LVLRQ�=HUR�SURMHFW�

Following from this, another issue for transportation advo-
cates both in and outside of the city is the fact that many city 
RɝFLDOV�DUH�ZDU\�RI�DOORFDWLQJ�PRQH\�WRZDUGV�9LVLRQ�=HUR�EH-
cause they, too, question how the money will be spent. An-
RWKHU�LQWHUYLHZHH�IURP�D�&LW\�&RXQFLO�RɝFH�GLVFXVVHG�KRZ�LW�
is easy for Council to understand the costs associated with a 
%66�H[SHQGLWXUH�OLNH�ȴOOLQJ�SRWKROHV��%66�FDQ�FOHDUO\�VWDWH�KRZ�

PDQ\�SRWKROHV� WKH\� FDQ�ȴOO�ZLWK�D�JLYHQ�DPRXQW�RI�PRQH\��
DQG�KRZ�PDQ\�WKH\�FDQ�ȴOO�ZLWK�D�JLYHQ�DPRXQW�PRUH��'27�
�ZKLFK�RYHUVHHV�WKH�9LVLRQ�=HUR�SURJUDP���RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��
struggles with “outlining what they’re expecting to achieve 
ZLWK� WKH�GROODUV�ȋ� 7KXV� LW� FDQ�EH�GLɝFXOW� IRU� WKH�0D\RU�DQG�
City Council to compare the more tangible results of a request 
IRU�WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�IXQGLQJ�VXFK�DV�%66�ȴOOLQJ�SRWKROHV�YHUVXV�
WKH�PRUH�LQWDQJLEOH�UHVXOWV�RI�'27�GRLQJ�9LVLRQ�=HUR�UHODWHG�
HGXFDWLRQ�SURMHFWV��IRU�H[DPSOH�

)XUWKHUPRUH��'27�KDV�VWUXJJOHG�LQ�UHFHQW�\HDUV�ZLWK�SURMHFW�
delivery, as several interviewees brought up. This has led to a 
lack of faith on the part of the Mayor and City Council, espe-
cially as the media continues to discuss the perennially high 
QXPEHUV�RI�WUDɝF�GHDWKV�GHVSLWH�LQYHVWPHQWV�LQ�9LVLRQ�=HUR�
(Chou, 2018; Fonesca, 2019). As one interviewee from the 
0D\RUȇV�2ɝFH�SRLQWHG�RXW��9LVLRQ�=HUR�KDV�DFWXDOO\�KDG�D�ORW�
of success in recent budget years in terms of funding alloca-
WLRQV��7KH�LVVXH�KDV�UHYROYHG�PRUH�DURXQG�VWD΍�FDSDFLW\��$V�
this interviewee pointed out, BOE, BSS, and, in particular, DOT 
KDYH�KLJK�YDFDQFLHV�UDWHV�ODUJHO\�FRQFHQWUDWHG�LQ�ȴHOG�FUHZV�
ȃ�WKH�VWD΍�QHHGHG�WR�DFWXDOO\�LPSOHPHQW�DQG�SHUIRUP�FRQ-
VWUXFWLRQ�PDQDJHPHQW� IRU� VWUHHW�SURMHFWV��5HWDLQLQJ� VWD΍� LQ�
these positions has proved challenging for these departments 
ZLWK�D�PDMRU�UHDVRQ�EHLQJ�WKDW�SULYDWH�FRPSDQLHV�DUH�SD\LQJ�
higher salaries, according to this interviewee.

$OO�RI�WKLV�DGGV�XS�WR�HTXDO�D�YHU\�GLɝFXOW�ODQGVFDSH�IRU�WUDQV-
portation advocacy-based CBOs to navigate when attempting 
WR�JHW�LQYROYHG�LQ�EXGJHW�DGYRFDF\��7KHUH�DUH�PDQ\�GL΍HUHQW�
places for transportation advocates to look in terms of the 
budget, but without much direction or understanding of how 
decisions may have been made. Having the ability to under-
stand the city’s budgeting documents may be a good place to 
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start for CBOs potentially looking to keep track of how the city 
LV�UHVSRQGLQJ�WR�WKH�VWDɝQJ�QHHGV�RI�WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�SURMHFWV��
VLQFH� WKLV�KDV�DULVHQ�DV�D�FULWLFDOO\�QHHGHG�DVSHFW�RI�SURMHFW�
delivery.

DEVELOPING A TOOL TO FOSTER BUDGET ADVOCACY
A critical part of this research has been the development of an 
educational tool that can respond to some of the challenges 
discussed here for CBOs looking to get involved in the trans-
portation budgeting process. Based on my focus groups, CBO 
VWD΍�KDG�D�ZLGH�UDQJH�RI�H[SHULHQFHV�LQ�WHUPV�RI�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�
WKH�&LW\�RI�/$ȇV�EXGJHW��DV�ZHOO�DV�GL΍HUHQW�GHVLUHV�LQ�RXWFRPHV�
they would like from potential budget advocacy. Some wanted 
to be able to read the budget books in-depth and be able to 
train their community members in doing the same, while oth-
HUV�IHOW�WKHLU�FDSDFLW\�ZDV�PRUH�OLPLWHG�WR�MXVW�JDLQLQJ�D�EHWWHU�
understanding of the budgeting timeline and when they could 
EHVW�LQWHUYHQH��6RPH�ZHUH�LQYROYHG�LQ�FDPSDLJQV�RU�SURMHFWV�
on a citywide scale, while others were interested only in un-
derstanding how they could potentially increase funds for im-
provements in one particular neighborhood.

:KLOH�UHVSRQGLQJ�WR�DOO�RI� WKH�VSHFLȴF�QHHGV�EURXJKW�XS�E\�
CBOs in these focus groups would be much beyond the scope 
RI� WKLV� SURMHFW�� RYHU� WKH� FRXUVH� RI� WKHVH� PHHWLQJV� Ζ� ZRUN-
shopped potential educational tools and presentations and 
incorporated the most salient feedback. As was brought up 
LQ�WKH�ȴUVW�IRFXV�JURXS��NQRZOHGJH�LV�SRZHU�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�
WKH�EXGJHW� MXVW�DV� LW� LV�HOVHZKHUH��7KXV��DV�&%2V�H[SUHVVHG�
an overall interest in an expanded version of an annotated 
EXGJHW�WKDW�Ζ�SUHVHQWHG�DW�WKH�ȴUVW�IRFXV�JURXS�PHHWLQJ��Ζ�WRRN�
WKLV�GLUHFWLRQ�IRU�WKH�HGXFDWLRQDO�WRRO�� Ζ�DGGHG�LQ�GHȴQLWLRQV�
DV�VXJJHVWHG�E\�PHPEHUV�RI�&%2V�DQG�FODULȴHG�RQ�SRLQWV�RI�
GLɝFXOW\�LQ�WKH�EXGJHW��

In the end, I developed a handbook titled “Easy Money: A 
Handbook for Reading and Understanding the City of LA’s 
Budget Documents.” Given the varying levels of comfort with 
WKH�EXGJHW�RI�&%2�VWD΍�DW�IRFXV�JURXSV��WKH�KDQGERRN�LV�WDU-
geted at an audience of any level of budgeting experience. To 
develop the handbook, I integrated suggestions and explana-
WLRQV�IURP�LQWHUYLHZHHV�RQ�KRZ�WR�PRVW�HɝFLHQWO\�WDNH�LQ�WKH�
budgeting documents with my own analysis of the budgeting 
documents. The purpose of this handbook is to be used as a 
stand alone document by Investing in Place and other CBOs 
in order to increase knowledge of, and subsequently, power 
over the city’s budgeting process. The handbook can be found 
in Appendix B of this report.
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CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

This research has illuminated the complex nature of the 
transportation budgeting process in the City of LA. The formal 
process for public input only happens through the limited 
settings of public hearings at City Council and via meetings 
with the NC Budget Advocates. And interviews revealed 
WKDW� WKHVH� IRUPV�RI� LQSXW�DUH�XQOLNHO\� WR�KDYH�D� ODUJH�H΍HFW�
on the budget, though more research should be done to 
DQDO\]H�DQG�GHȴQH�WKH�WUXH�GHJUHH�RI�ȊH΍HFWLYHQHVVȋ�RI�WKHVH�
existing public engagement tools. Interviews indicated that 
CBOs must look beyond these methods of engagement to 
informal forms of involvement via relationship building with 
FLW\�VWD΍��+RZHYHU��ZKHQ�HQWHULQJ�LQWR�WKH�ODQGVFDSH�RI�WKH�
transportation budgeting process, there are many obstacles 
that potential advocates must be aware of. These include 
the tensions between policy implementation and policy 
creation, as well as the incremental nature of change in a 
UHODWLYHO\� LQȵH[LEOH�EXGJHW��)XUWKHUPRUH�� WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ� LV�D�
KLJKO\�SROLWLFDO� WRSLF�ZLWKLQ� WKH� FLW\�ZLWK�GL΍HUHQW�PHDQLQJV�
WR�GL΍HUHQW�SHRSOH��7KLV�PHDQV�DGYRFDWHV�PXVW�EH�FDUHIXO�WR�
tailor their message to their audience. To conclude, I make 
the following recommendations to Investing in Place and 
fellow CBOs looking to get involved in transportation budget 
advocacy in the City of LA:

1. The earlier (in the budget cycle) the better. Start budget 
advocacy in September and October as departments are 
putting together their budget requests. The best position 

to be in is to have your budget priority included in the 
submission the department makes to the Mayor and CAO. 

2. Find a partner to be your advocate on the inside. It’s not 
HQRXJK�MXVW�WR�KDYH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKH�IRUPDO�SURFHVV��DQG�
CBOs must be diligent in their relationship-building with 
FLW\�VWD΍��)LQGLQJ�VWD΍�WKDW�DUH�V\PSDWKHWLF�WR�WKH�JRDOV�
RI� \RXU� RUJDQL]DWLRQ� FDQ� EH� WKH� GL΍HUHQFH� LQ� KRZ� IDU�
your budget advocacy goes. This relationship works best 
ZKHQ�LW� LV�PXWXDOO\�EHQHȴFLDO��EHFDXVH�FLW\�GHSDUWPHQWV�
are also looking for additional support and evidence for 
their budget requests as they lobby for the limited pool 
of funds.

3. Understand that making budget requests is about 
EUDQGLQJ��7R�EH�PRVW�H΍HFWLYH�ZKLOH�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�
current system, make it clear how what your organization 
is asking for aligns with the established policies of the city 
— which have often been articulated by the Mayor. Utilize 
the city’s own buzzwords to describe and package your 
goals.

4. Break down larger budget requests into smaller pieces 
that can be achieved through incremental changes to the 
budget from year to year. Know how you want this change 
WR�D΍HFW�WKH�EXGJHW�IRU�WKLV�FRPLQJ�\HDU�YHUVXV�KRZ�\RX�
HQYLVLRQ�LW�FKDQJLQJ�WKH�EXGJHW�LQ�ȴYH�\HDUV��WHQ�\HDUV��HWF��
What would a win look like this year, and how does that 
WUDQVODWH�LQWR�D�ULSSOH�H΍HFW�DFURVV�PDQ\�EXGJHW�F\FOHV"

5. As much as is possible, translate any budget requests into 
GROODU�DPRXQWV�WKDW�IRFXV�RQ�RXWFRPHV��&LW\�RɝFLDOV�ZDQW�
to know what their money is buying. And this makes it 
HDVLHU�IRU�VWD΍�WR�DGYRFDWH�IRU�\RXU�UHTXHVW��DV�WKH\�FDQ�
better compare it to alternatives.
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6. When looking at the budget and keeping track of funds, 
pay attention to where the city is putting resources 
WRZDUGV�LQFUHDVHV�RU�GHFUHDVHV�LQ�VWDɝQJ��6WD΍�VDODULHV�
and expenses are the city’s primary expenditure and the 
baseline needed for the city to provide most of its services. 
$GYRFDWLQJ�IRU�DGHTXDWH�VWDɝQJ�IRU�SURJUDPV�WKDW�DOLJQ�
with your goals can thus be a crucial part of successful 
budget advocacy.

7. Build coalition around budget advocacy with other CBOs. 
6SHDNLQJ�ZLWK�D�XQLȴHG�YRLFH�XQGHUVFRUHV�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�
of your budget goals to the city. Create a cohesive top 
WKUHH�RU�WRS�ȴYH�OLVW�RI�\RXU�SULRULWLHV�ZLWK�RWKHU�&%2V�IRU�
WKH�FRPLQJ�ȴVFDO�\HDU��MXVW�DV�FLW\�GHSDUWPHQWV�GR�LQ�WKHLU�
budget submissions. Presenting this to departments, City 
Council, and the Mayor will make these changes much 
PRUH�DFWLRQDEOH�WR�WKH�FLW\�WKDQ�GLVMRLQWHG�FDOOV�IRU�PRUH�
IXQGLQJ�DFURVV�YDULRXV�SURMHFWV�
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APPENDIX A: Sample 
Interview Schedule

7KH� IROORZLQJ� LV� WKH� LQWHUYLHZ� VFKHGXOH� XVHG� LQ� P\� ȴUVW�
LQWHUYLHZ��7KLV�LQWHUYLHZ�ZDV�FRQGXFWHG�ZLWK�D�VWD΍HU�IURP�D�
&LW\�&RXQFLOPHPEHUȇV�RɝFH��0\�LQWHUYLHZ�VFKHGXOHV�HYROYHG�
throughout the process to as I learned more about the budget 
and the budgeting process and in order to respond to the 
VSHFLȴF�NQRZOHGJH�RI�HDFK�LQWHUYLHZ�SDUWLFLSDQW�

BACKGROUND
1. What is your role in the budgeting process?

READING THE BUDGET
2. Walk me through your approach to reading and taking in 

WKH�EXGJHW��:KHUH�GR�\RX�JR�ȴUVW"
ȏ� 7R�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�DSSURSULDWLRQ�RI�IXQGV�WR�VSHFLȴF�

purposes I’ve been looking at the fund schedules and 
supplementing with the budget summaries in the 
White Books. Is this the best approach? 

3. What is your approach to tracking all of the funding for 
D�VSHFLȴF�SURJUDP�RU�JURXS�RI�SURJUDPV�WKDW�UHFHLYH�
IXQGLQJ�IURP�GL΍HUHQW�VRXUFHV"

4. Special Funds have stipulations attached to them 
regarding how they are allowed to be allocated, while 
money coming from the General Fund does not. But once 
IXQGV�DUH�DOORFDWHG�LQ�WKH�EXGJHW��LV�WKHUH�DQ\�GL΍HUHQFH�
in how they can be spent?
ȏ� Is there a preferable source, between General and 

Special Funds?
5. What do people miss when trying to understand the City’s 

budget?
6. What is important for people to know before looking at 

the budget, especially from an advocacy perspective?

THE “TRANSPORTATION BUDGET”
Ζ�NQRZ�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�PDQ\�GHSDUWPHQWV�EH\RQG�MXVW�/$'27�
who are involved in constructing and maintaining the City’s 
SXEOLF�ULJKWV�RI�ZD\��$V�D�SDUW�RI�P\�SURMHFW��Ζ�DP�WU\LQJ�WR�
build a more comprehensive understanding of this wider 
“transportation budget” for advocates to know where all of 
WKH�GL΍HUHQW�UHYHQXH�LV�FRPLQJ�IURP�WKDW�LV�WRXFKLQJ�WKH�
public right-of-way.
7. Funding for our public rights-of-way clearly comes from 

sources such as the Sidewalk Repair Fund, Measure M, 
Measure R, Proposition C, Proposition A, and the Gas Tax 
Improvement Fund. How should I understand other, less 
clear sources of funding for public rights-of-way, such as 
Schedule 29 (Figure 1)?
ȏ� Why are there so many “Actual” funds in Schedule 29 

from 2017-18 compared to the Budget for 2019-20?
ȏ� Where is there information about these funds?

8. What other sources of funding do you know contribute to 
SURMHFWV�LQ�WKH�SXEOLF�ULJKW�RI�ZD\"
ȏ� What funds do you believe are most important for 

groups interested in mobility advocacy to be tracking?
9. Why is funding for the public rights-of-way spread across 

VR�PDQ\�GL΍HUHQW�SODFHV"
ȏ� What do you think are the consequences of this, good 

or bad?

THE BUDGETING PROCESS
10. During the process of developing the budget, where 

GR�\RX�ORRN�WR�ȴQG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WR�PDNH�FKDQJHV�LQ�
appropriation amounts?
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11. What role do you think public input currently plays in the 
budgeting cycle?
ȏ� Is there an example of a time when public input 

VSHFLȴFDOO\�DERXW�WKH�EXGJHW�OHG�WR�D�FKDQJH�LQ�EXGJHW�
amounts?

ȏ� What aspects of previous public input have been 
H΍HFWLYH�RU�LQH΍HFWLYH"

12. 3DUW�RI�P\�SURMHFW�LQYROYHV�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�&RPPXQLW\�
%DVHG�2UJDQL]DWLRQV�DQG�QRQSURȴWV�ZKR�ZDQW�WR�VHH�
increased funding for issues such as Complete Streets, 
VLGHZDONV��9LVLRQ�=HUR�DQG�PRUH��
ȏ� What recommendations do you have for them? 
ȏ� 6WUDWHJLHV�IRU�H΍HFWLYHQHVV"�
ȏ� Key people to talk to? 
ȏ� 7LPLQJ�RI�WKHLU�RUJDQL]LQJ�DQG�DGYRFDF\�H΍RUWV�WR�

H΍HFWLYHO\�HQJDJH�LQ�WKH�&LW\ȇV�%XGJHW�GHYHORSPHQW�
process?

13. What are ways you think the City’s budget process could 
be improved?

14. Is the way the City of LA develops its budget similar to 
other big cities?  

CONCLUSION
15. Is there anything else that you think hasn’t been covered 

that you think is important to discuss?
16. Who else do you recommend I reach out to about an 

informational interview?

FIGURE ONE: Schedule 29 of the Mayor’s Proposed Budget (2019-20)
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APPENDIX b: 
BUDGETING HANDBOOK

In the following pages, I present the budgeting handbook 
that I developed through my research process, “Easy Money: 
A Handbook for Reading and Understanding the City of LA’s 
Budgeting Documents.” The purpose of this handbook is that 
it can be used as a tool on its own, separate from this report, 
to educate and build coalition around transportation budget 
advocacy and budget advocacy more broadly. Its contents 
were informed by the needs expressed by CBO members in 
focus groups, by the information and guidance on reading the 
budget I gathered through my interviews, and through my 
RZQ�H[SHULHQFH�RI�WDNLQJ�LQ�WKH�EXGJHW�IRU�WKH�ȴUVW�WLPH�



EASY MONEY
A Handbook for Reading and Understanding 
the City of LA’s Budget Documents

Prepared by Katherine Stiegemeyer
UCLA Master of Urban & 
Regional Planning, 2020



WHAT IS THE BUDGET?
The budget is a document that lays out the city’s financial plan for
the upcoming fiscal year. Each new fiscal year starts on July 1st

and ends on June 30th of the following calendar year. In order to
come up with this financial plan, the city estimates what revenues
it anticipates in the coming fiscal year. Revenues come from
various sources including taxes, fees, and fines that you pay to
the city. These revenues are then turned into expenditures. In
the City of Los Angeles, some revenues are appropriated directly
to each of the city’s departments and bureaus in order to pay for
staff salaries and other general uses, while other expenditures
are appropriated to special purpose funds. Money that is put
towards a special purpose fund typically must be used for a
specific purpose.

All revenue that the city receives goes into a specific fund. These
funds are set up in order to organize revenues that will serve
different purposes for the city. The City of LA has four different
categories of funds:

BUDGET VOCAB
Fiscal year Often abbreviated as “FY”, a 12-month period for

which each iteration of the budget is applicable.
In LA, the fiscal year runs from July 1st through June 30th of the
following calendar year.

Revenues Money that the city receives. Each year, the LA
City Controller is responsible for putting together

a revenue projection for the coming fiscal year, which forecasts
how much money the city can expect to bring in.

Expenditures Money that the city spends. Expenditures
cover the costs of services, materials,
equipmentequipment, or capital improvements for the city.

Appropriation
s

An appropriation is a legal authorization for
an expenditure to be made for a specific
purpose. When the city “appropriates”
money to departments or to special funds,
they are allocating that money to spent in a

purpose. When the city “appropriates” money to departments or
to special funds, they are allocating that money to spent in a
designated way.

CITY OF LOS ANGELES FUND STRUCTURE

1 The General Fund is the primary operating fund for
the city. It contains all city revenues that are not required
by ordinance or by the City Charter to be put towards a
specified purpose. As such, money in the General Fund
can be used for any discretionary purposes and is often
highly desired by departments making budgetary
requests for this reason. Revenue sources that constitute
the General Fund include:

by ordinance or by the City Charter to be put towards a specified
purpose. As such, money in the General Fund can be used for
any discretionary purposes and is often highly desired by
departments making budgetary requests for this reason.
Revenue sources that constitute the General Fund include:

Property Tax Parking Fines General Sales Tax

2 Special Funds account for revenues derived from
taxes, fees, governmental grants, etc. that have legal
stipulations requiring that they be spent on particular
functions. These funds can only be used for their
intended purpose. However, they are usually not so
specific as to proscribe specific projects on which they
must be spent, rather general programs or functions.
Examples of Special Funds include:

stipulations requiring that they be spent on particular functions.
These funds can only be used for their intended purpose.
However, they are usually not so specific as to proscribe specific
projects on which they must be spent, rather general programs
or functions. Examples of Special Funds include:

Proposition A Measure M Gas Tax Sidewalk Repair

3 The Reserve Fund allows the city to set aside money
from the General Fund to be used in the case of
unforeseen expenditures or emergencies. For example,
Mayor Eric Garcetti authorized use of the city’s Reserve
Funds to cover sudden costs associated with the COVID-
19 crisis in 2020.

unforeseen expenditures or emergencies. For example, Mayor
Eric Garcetti authorized use of the city’s Reserve Funds to cover
sudden costs associated with the COVID-19 crisis in 2020.

4 The Budget Stabilization Fund allows the city to set
aside savings during times of economic prosperity.
Excess revenue from seven economy-sensitive taxes is
placed into this fund to be used in times of economic
duress

Excess revenue from seven economy-sensitive taxes is placed
into this fund to be used in times of economic duress



WHAT IS THE BUDGETING PROCESS?
The budgeting process is an almost year-round event. Very soon
after a new budget goes into effect at the beginning of a new
fiscal year (July 1st), the process begins to start drafting the next
budget. The Mayor’s Office is in charge of the budgeting process
for the majority of the year, as all city departments must submit
their budget requests to the Mayor by the end of November. The
Mayor then reviews these requests in consultation with
departments and the Office of the City Administrative Officer
(CAO). The CAO is in charge of providing financial analyses of
budgetary items to both the Mayor and City Council. The Mayor
then releases their Proposed Budget no later than April 20th, at
which point power over the budget transfers to the City Council.
The Council’s Budget and Finance Committee first reviews the
Mayor’s Proposal, making recommendations to the entire
Council. Around mid to late-May the entire City Council holds
public hearings regarding the budget. By June 1st, the Council
must adopt the budget, which then goes into affect on July 1st.

BUDGET DOCUMENTS
Released in Mid-April:

Along with their Proposed Budget, the Mayor releases a Budget
Summary that outlines broad categories of priorities for the
coming fiscal year, and highlights budget items that support
these priorities. The Detail of Department Programs, called the
Blue Books for short, provides more in-depth information about
the proposed budget changes for each department.

Released in Early June: Final Budget

Final Detail of Department Programs Vols. I & II

Mayor’s Proposed Budget Budget Summary

Detail of Department Programs Vols. I & II

FISCAL YEAR TIMELINE OVERVIEW

July
Aug

Sep

Oct

Nov

Dec

Jan

Feb

Mar

Apr

May

June

July 1st

Beginning of 
fiscal year

Mid-September
Mayor releases a Budget Policy 
Letter to guide departments in 

forming budget requests

September – November
Departments put together 
their budget requests for 

the coming fiscal year

End of November
Department budget 
requests due to the 

Mayor’s Office and CAO

December – March
Department leaders, Mayor’s Office, and 
the CAO confer on each budget request

Mid-March
LA Neighborhood Council 
Budget Advocates release 
their Budget White Paper

April 20th
Mayor releases 

Proposed Budget

June 1st
Council 

approves 
budget

May
City Council holds public hearings 
to discuss and make changes to 

the Proposed Budget



HOW CAN I ANALYZE THE BUDGET?
The budget can tell us about how the city is or is not manifesting
its stated goals into dollars. The city intends for the budget to be
an objective document that reflects its established policies. But
the interpretation of these policies into dollar amounts can be a
subjective process. This is why it is important to be able to
interpret the budget documents to understand what they say
about the city is implementing its stated goals and policies.

It’s important to keep in mind that the city’s largest
expenditure, across all departments, is staff salaries.
Though we often associate city services with the capital
needed to fulfill them, frequently the most critical and
expensive aspect

WHAT CAN THE BUDGET TELL ME?

1

The budget accounts for change on a year-to-year basis.
This means that there is a significant “base” of money that
the budget does not describe. The budget does not go
into detail about every dollar that departments are
allocated – it only discusses the changes from the previous
year. So there’s no way to know by looking at the budget
books what exactly is in a department’s base budget.

WHAT CAN’T THE BUDGET TELL ME?
There is a lot of information packed into the City of LA’s budget
books. But there are some details that they leave out for various
reasons. Below are some examples of information for which you
would have to look beyond the budget books to obtain:

1
the budget does not describe. The budget does not go into detail
about every dollar that departments are allocated – it only
discusses the changes from the previous year. So there’s no way
to know just by looking at the budget books what exactly is in this
base budget.

2 When allocating funds to departments or to specific
programs, the city does not want to be overly proscriptive.
That’s why, generally, you won’t be able to find via the
budget books how much the city is spending on specific
projects. For example, the budget can tell you how much
the city is budgeting for the Vision Zero program as a
whole, but how that money is spent beyond that is
generally left up to departments as they implement p

That’s why, generally, you won’t be able to find via the budget
books how much the city is spending on specific projects. For
example, the budget can tell you how much the city is budgeting
for the Vision Zero program as a whole, but how that money is
spent beyond that is generally left up to departments as they
implement projects throughout the year. The major exception is
if the city ”earmarks” funds for a specific project. Earmarking is
when the city sets aside a certain amount of money in the budget
for a specific project, typically giving it its own line item.

HOW TO USE THIS HANDBOOK
The following sections of this handbook use the Mayor's
Proposed Budget for the City of LA’s FY2019-2020 to highlight
important aspects of the budget. On the right side of each page
you’ll see an excerpt from the budget, and to the left you’ll find
annotations. These annotations will guide you through the
process of reading the city’s budget documents by providing
definitions and explaining key concepts so that you can walk
away confident to do your own budget analysis.

There are a number of reasons why advocates may want to be
able to better understand and analyze the City of LA’s budget
documents. Below are some examples of information one can
glean from analysis of the budget books:

Though we often associate city services with the capital needed
to fulfill them, frequently the most critical and expensive aspect
of delivering city services is to have adequate staffing. The
budget can tell us about where the city is allocating funding for
increases or decreases in staff resources.

2 In particular for advocates interested in transportation,
analyzing the budget is important because it reveals how
the city gets and spends transportation revenues across
many different departments. Much of the city’s budget for

the city gets and spends transportation revenues across many
different departments. Much of the city’s budget for
transportation funding comes from various voter approved sales
taxes. These revenues are then placed into Special Funds
because they must be spent on specified transportation-related
activities. The budget then outlines how all of the revenue from
these Special Funds is allocated.

3 By comparing budgets year-to-year, you can see how the
city’s priorities shift and are reflected in the budget. For
example, looking at budgets from the last decade willexample, looking at budgets from the last decade will show a

precipitous rise in city spending on homelessness.
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▶︎ Fund Structure – Goes over the four types of funds that
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Section 2 of the budget is where the budget for each
department is laid out summarily. The full, detailed
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each department is receiving for salaries and department
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The department budgets do not actually give a full picture
of how each department works, however. For those
interested in how the City spends money on our public
rights-of-way, looking at the department budget for the
Bureau of Engineering, the Bureau of Street Services, the
Department of Transportation, etc. provides only a portion
of the picture on how the City is allocating funding.

This is because the department budgets only provide
information on that department’s staff salaries and
operating expenses (such as printing, uniforms, and
supplies, among others things). Staff salaries are the City’s
biggest expense and can thus be important to review as a
budget advocate.

However, for information on how the City is allocating
money specifically towards building and maintaining its
public rights-of-way outside of staff salaries, we must also
look elsewhere.
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While each department is allocated a certain amount of
funding to cover salaries and operating expenses, the City
also allocates funding for other dedicated purposes. These
are called Nondepartmental or Special Purpose Fund
Appropriations.

One such Nondepartmental appropriation is the Capital
Improvement Expenditure Program (CIEP), which provides
money for the purchase, renovation, or upgrade of new and
existing municipal facilities, sewers, and “physical plant”
infrastructure. Here, ”physical plant” means streets, street
lighting, and stormwater projects.

In Section 3 of the budget, an important place to look for
those interested in transportation and the City’s public
rights-of-way is the Special Purpose Fund Schedules. This is
where you will find the summary of revenue and
appropriations for funds such as Measures M and R, Props
A and C, and the Gas Tax (SB1).

Special Funds are laid out this way because they are
restricted; they come a specific source and have to be spent
in accordance with a particular purpose. Some of their
revenue will be appropriated to Department budgets, but
some of it will also be appropriated to Special Purposes.
These Special Purposes could be specific programs such as
Vision Zero or Complete Streets.
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At the end of the Proposed Budget Book in Section 7 there
is a Glossary. This is a good place to start when any unclear
terms are used throughout the budget. In particular, the
Glossary includes a Table of Common Acronyms used
throughout the budget and what is being indicated by those
acronyms. Common examples include:

▶︎ EQ: Equipment

▶︎ EX: Expense

▶︎ SG: Salaries, General

▶︎ SOT: Salaries, Overtime

For the Police and Fire Departments, you will also see the
acronyms “SW” and “SWOT.” These stand for ”Sworn
Salaries” and ”Sworn Overtime.” The city differentiates the
salaries of police officers and fire fighters – who have been
“sworn” in – from the rest of the city’s ”civilian” personnel.
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Section Two, Part Two of the main budget book is where
the city provides a high-level overview of the funds
provided to each department. Here we’re looking at the
Bureau of Engineering’s budget, which is one of many
departments/bureaus across the city that impact public
rights-of-way. Each department’s budget begins with a
brief summary of the functions of that department.

Two previous 
budget cycles

Current 
budget 
cycle

The four categories of expenditures and appropriations
that departments can have in their budgets are: Salaries,
Expenses, Equipment, and Special. Though not every
department will have Equipment or Special categories, as
BOE has no Special expenditures. As you can see, the vast
majority of BOE’s budget is spent on staff salaries. This is
true for the majority of city departments.
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Following the summary of appropriations, the next page
of each department’s budget will summarize the sources
of all of the department’s funding. This money can come
from two different fund categories: the General Fund and
the Special Purpose Funds. Because money that flows into
the General Fund is unrestricted – meaning it can used for
any city purpose – the city does not have to account for
these funds beyond saying that they come from the
General Fund.

But for the rest of the department’s revenue sources,
which come from Special Purpose Funds, the city must
provide more detail. That’s why you’ll see a line item for
each Special Fund. If you then turn to the page in Section
Three of the budget that lays out how the revenue in one
of these Special Funds is being spent, you will see a line
item for the Bureau of Engineering that matches the
amount listed here.

The total funds listed at the bottom of this page will
match the total expenditures listed on the previous page.
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Beginning on the third page of the department’s budget is
what the city refers to as “Supporting Data.” Simply put,
this is where you will find the department’s expenditures
broken out slightly more by department activity.

For the purposes of the budget, the activities of each
department are further broken down into “budgetary
programs.” Though not necessarily related to official
divisions within the department, these budgetary
programs help to give a better sense of how the
department is allocating its funding across the many
services it is tasked with providing.

The top section breaks down the department’s four
categories of expenditures – that is, Salaries, Expenses,
Equipment, and Special – by budgetary program. None of
BOE’s budgetary departments have any expenditures
under the category ”Special,” which aligns with what we
observed on the first page of BOE’s budget

The lower section is titled “Related and Indirect Costs” and
covers the non-departmental costs related to each
budgetary program that the city anticipates needing to
cover. All of these line items represent portions of funds
that are managed outside of the department, and which
can be found in Section 2, Part 4 of the main budget book.
This section describes all “Non-Departmental” budgets.

At the bottom of each budgetary program column is the
number of “regular authority” employees who work within
that program. However, this number does not reflect the
total number of employees in the program because it
leaves out employees whose positions are governed by
“resolution authority.” Section Four of this handbook
discusses the difference between these two types of
positions within the city.
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Depending on how many budgetary programs a
department/bureau has their Supporting Data section
may take up several pages, or it may just take up one or
two. BOE only has six budgetary programs and so its
Supporting Data only requires two pages.

The total departmental budget will match the “total
expenditures and appropriations” and the “total funds”
from pages 1 and 2 of BOE’s budget.

The total cost of all programs is higher than the
department’s funding, but again, this is because $56M is
being covered by non-departmental funds.

The last line of the department/bureau’s budget indicates
the total number of regular authority employees that the
department/bureau has.



SECTION THREE

How to Read a Special 
Fund
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Much of the City’s transportation funding comes in the
form of ”Special Funds.” As opposed to the General Fund,
these are funds that are established to be used for a
specific purpose. As such, the city must account for them
in greater detail, which it does through fund schedules.

Each Special Fund is assigned to a schedule number, by
which you might see it referred to elsewhere.

Every fund schedule includes a brief description at the
top that indicates its source and broadly outlines what it
can be used for. 2 previous budget cycles current 

budget 
cycleEvery fund details its revenues, which tells us where the

money comes from. Unsurprisingly, for Measure M, we
see that most of the $84M in this fund comes from
“Local Return.” This is the portion of the money raised
via the countywide sales tax that Metro gives to each
city within the county on a per-capita basis.

Next comes expenditures and appropriations. At the
top are those funds being allocated to departments.
This is money that departments use for general
operating expenses. The line item here for BOE matches
the amount we saw in Section Two of this handbook
where BOE’s departmental budget listed Measure M as
one of its sources of funds.

Listed under “Special Purpose Fund Appropriations” are
those specific programs receiving dedicated money
from this fund. While these appropriations are still
generally overseen by the same departments as listed
above, these funding amounts must be spent directly
on their specified program. Here we see recognizable
programs such as Vision Zero, Complete Streets, and
Great Streets. As well as some that seem more obscure,
such as ”CIEP – Physical Plant.”
▶︎ CIEP stands for Capital Improvement Expenditure

Program and is the City’s general capital
improvement program. “Physical Plant” is one of
three categories within the CIEP and includes
stormwater, street, and street lighting projects.
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Typically, new programs can be identified because they
will have no appropriations for the previous two years.
Dedicated funding for alley paving and for the Concrete
Streets Repair Plan are both new in the 2019-2020 budget
cycle.

At the bottom of these line items, “Total Appropriations”
for the current budget cycle will match the value for ”Total
Revenue” listed above.



SECTION FOUR

Understanding 
Department Budgets, 
Part II
▶︎ Detail of Department Programs
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The first three sections of this handbook have focused on
the main budget book. The next two sections turn to the
supplement, the Detail of Department Programs, which is
issued in two volumes due to length. These two volumes
are also known as the Blue Books. The Blue Books
provide more in-depth information on many of the line
items that were presented in the main budget document.

Here we are looking at the first page of BOE’s budget,
which is in Volume II of the Blue Books. The first page of
every department/bureau budget in the Blue Books
contains these charts and graphs that compare different
aspects of the budget. The first graph shows the five year
history of the total budget and employment numbers for
BOE. Employees across the city are divided into two main
categories of position types:
▶︎ Regular Authority – Long-term, permanent positions

in the City, which are authorized by an ordinance
adopted by the Council and Mayor.

▶︎ Resolution Authority – Limited-term, temporary
positions, which are authorized by Council resolutions.
These positions must be re-authorized for each fiscal
year that they continue.

The pie chart breaks down the Bureau’s funding
distribution by budgetary program. Note that these are
the same six budgetary programs that we encountered in
the “Supporting Data” section from BOE’s budget in the
main budget book.

The next two pages in the Blue Book provide a summary
of BOE’s ”Expenditures and Appropriations” and “Sources
of Funds,” which match the first and second pages,
respectively, of BOE’s budget in the main budget book.
For the purposes of this handbook, these two pages of
the Blue Book have been left out. Return to Section Two
of the handbook if you would like to review this
information.
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The next portion of the Detail of Department Programs is
called “Changes Applicable to Various Programs.” Here is
where the city outlines changes to each department/
bureau’s budget that affect all or multiple of its budgetary
programs.

There are 11 different categories of budgetary changes,
though not every department will have changes of all 11
types every year. The first change category is “Obligatory
Changes.” These are changes that must be made in order
to comply with established policies, such as a funding
change to reflect a shift in the number of working days for
the coming fiscal year.

For a description of each of the terms used to describe
the changes made under “Obligatory Changes,” see
Section Three of the Introduction to the Blue Books, titled
“Selected Budgetary Terms.”

The next change category, “Deletion of One-Time
Services,” covers the removal of any expenses or positions
from the budget that stemmed from a one-time funding
source or resolution. For BOE, most of this change
category encompasses the deletion of funding for
resolution authority positions, which are non-permanent
positions that must be re-evaluated each fiscal year.

Here we see that there were 197 resolution authority
positions in the 2018-2019 budget, and that 193 of these
positions are to be continued in the 2019-2020 budget.
These positions must be “deleted” and re-added to the
budget if they are to continue receiving funding.

Budget Reading Tip: In accounting, parentheses are used
to indicate a negative number. So remember that anytime
you see numbers in parentheses in the budget, that is
money being subtracted from the budget total.
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This page contains the rest of the list of 193 resolution
authority positions that are being deleted from the
budget will be re-added. Each line lists the program/
project that the positions work with, followed by the
number of positions being deleted/re-added.
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The next change category is “Restoration of Services.”
These changes typically reflect additions made to
reinstate service levels that had been decreased or
removed in prior years. Often the city will implement
Restoration of Services changes once the economy has
started to recover after an economic downturn.

The next change category is “Efficiencies to Services.”
These changes result from productivity improvements in
service provision, which usually decrease costs. Typically
the budget does not go into much detail about what these
efficiencies actually are.

Below the description for each change the department/
bureau is making, there will be acronyms in italics. On this
page of BOE’s budget, we see the acronyms “SG,” “SOT,”
and “EX.” These stand for “Salaries, General;” “Salaries,
Overtime;” and “Expenses,” respectively. For any other
acronyms that you don’t recognize, you can refer to the
Table of Common Acronyms in the Glossary of the main
budget book.

The purpose of these is to break down the Total Cost of
the change into different accounts. The Total Cost also
includes any “Related Costs” of the change. Related Costs
are those costs, such as employee benefits, that are not
covered in the department/bureau’s budget. They are
Non-Departmental costs. Thus, Related Costs are a part of
the Total Cost of the change, but not a part of the Direct
Cost of the change to the department/bureau.
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The last change category that BOE has in this portion of
its budget is “Other Changes or Adjustments.” The city
uses this as a miscellaneous category for change types
that either fit into multiple of the prescribed categories, or
that do not fit neatly into any of them.

This portion of BOE’s budget included five different
change categories. There are six other categories that the
city uses to classify budgetary changes, which you may
see in other departmental budgets:
▶︎ Continuation of Services – Discussed on the following

page of this handbook.
▶︎ Increased Services – Funding increases intended to

augment existing services levels.
▶︎ Reduced Services – Funding decreases due to a

reduction in service levels. These may come as a result
of shifting priorities, or they are particularly common in
budgets made during economic downturns.

▶︎ New Services – Additional funding provided within a
department/bureau’s budget for them to provide a
new service.

▶︎ New Facilities – Changes that reflect funding or
position increases needed to support the opening of a
new city facility, such as a police station or rec center.

▶︎ Transfer of Services – Changes that reflect a transfer
of funding or positions between city departments.
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After accounting for the Changes Applicable to Various
Programs, the department/bureau’s budget moves on to
those changes that are applicable to individual budgetary
programs. Here we’re looking at one of BOE’s six
budgetary programs, “Sidewalks and Complete Streets.”
Each program’s budget will start with a brief description
of the program and the services it provides, as well as
which of the Mayor’s “Priority Outcomes” this program
helps to achieve.

For FY 2019-2020, Mayor Eric Garcetti had four Priority
Outcomes. These were:
▶︎ A Safer City
▶︎ A Livable and Sustainable City
▶︎ A Prosperous City
▶︎ A Well-Run City Government
For more description of these goals, see the Mayor’s
Budget Summary. City departments must ensure that all
of their budgetary items align with one of these priority
outcomes.

At the top of the Program Changes is the portion of the
change that was described in the previous section
(Changes Applicable to Various Programs) that applies to
this particular program.

The only change category that the Sidewalks and
Complete Streets program’s budget has is called
“Continuation of Services.” Changes in this category are
needed in order to continue the department/bureau’s
existing level of service. Many of the changes you’ll see
under this category will be for continuation of funding
and resolution authority for the positions that were
deleted from the budget in the previous section. For
example, all of the “changes” for BOE’s Sidewalks and
Complete Streets program are actually just continuations
of existing positions that support the program.
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The Total Direct Cost of the Sidewalks and Complete
Streets program is equal to the sum of all of this
program’s changes and its portion of the Changes
Applicable to Various Programs (which in this case is a
negative number). So based on everything we’ve seen in
BOE’s budget, we know that this $164,339 increase in the
Program Budget mainly covers the costs of any increases
to salaries for these resolution positions, with a small
amount of it going towards position-related expenses.

The city uses the previous fiscal year’s program budget as
the “base” budget. As such, the budget does not go into
any details about how the money in this base budget is
being spent. The budget only breaks down changes from
the previous year.

If you now compare the 2019-2020 Program Budget total
listed here back to the “Total Departmental Budget” listed
for the Sidewalks and Complete Streets program in the
“Supporting Data” section of BOE’s budget in the main
budget book (Section Two of this handbook), you can see
that these numbers match.

The description of each change will include information
about which funding source(s) the money for this change
comes from.

The budget only counts the total number of regular
authority positions in its position counts. So the total
number of four positions listed for this program means
there are four regular authority positions, which we see
are accounted for in the base budget. But the resolution
authority positions that were just continued via this
portion of the budget are not counted.



SECTION FIVE

Additional Information 
About Special Funds
▶︎ Detail of Department Programs



MEASURE M
LOCAL RETURN FUND

BASIS FOR THE PROPOSED BUDGET

The 2019-20 Proposed Budget for Measure M Local Return Fund relates to current year funding as follows:

Amount % Change

2018-19 Adopted Budget $ 46,776,991

2019-20 Proposed Budget $ 84,313,605

Change from 2018-19 Budget $ 37,536,614 80.2 % 

In November 2016, the voters in Los Angeles County approved the Los Angeles County Traffic Improvement Plan that 
imposes an additional one-half cent sales tax within Los Angeles County, with an increase to one percent on July 1,
2039, to:

x Improve freeway traffic flow, reduce bottlenecks, and ease traffic congestion;
x Expand the rail and rapid transit system, accelerate rail construction and build new rail lines, enhance bus

service, and improve system connectivity;
x Repave local streets, repair potholes, synchronize signals, improve neighborhood streets and intersections, 

and enhance bike and pedestrian connection;
x Keep the transit and highway system safe, earthquake-retrofit bridges, enhance freeway and transit system 

safety, and keep the transportation system in good working condition;
x Make public transportation more accessible, convenient, and affordable and provide better mobility options for 

our aging population;
x Embrace technology and innovation to incorporate modern technology, new advancements, and emerging 

innovations into the local transportation system;
x Create jobs, reduce pollution, and generate local economic benefits; and,
x Provide accountability and transparency. 

Collection of Measure M sales tax receipts began on July 1, 2017, and the first disbursement of funds to the City 
occurred in October 2017. Measure M Funds must be used to augment, not supplant, other City programs. Funds will 
be audited on an annual basis and the use of those funds will be overseen by a seven-member panel known as the 
Measure M Independent Taxpayers Oversight Committee of Metro.  

The City receives an allocation from a 17 percent share of the revenue collected based on the City's percentage share 
of the population of Los Angeles County. These Local Return Funds can be used for a wide variety of eligible activities 
supporting the maintenance and construction of public roads. These uses include, but are not limited to: major street 
resurfacing, rehabilitation, and reconstruction, pothole repair, road maintenance, left turn signals, bikeways, pedestrian 
improvements, streetscapes, signal synchronization, related stormwater improvements, and transit.

Measure M also requires the City to provide Metro with three percent of the costs for the Metro Regional Capital 
Projects within the City limits. Should the City not do so, the County may withhold Local Return Funds for up to 15 years 
or until the three percent threshold is satisfied. The amount of this obligation is estimated (in 2015 dollars) to be
approximately $490 million over 35 years from 2022 through 2057. 
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This Section of the handbook presents the Special
Purpose Fund Schedule for the Measure M Local Return
Fund. Not every Special Fund in the city has a dedicated
passage in the Detail of Department Programs, but
several of the funds that transportation advocates are
usually interested can be found there. These include
Measure R, Prop A, Prop C, the Sidewalk Repair Program,
and the Special Gas Tax Improvement Fund.

Similar to the difference between how BOE’s budget was
presented in the main budget book compared to the Blue
Book, the Blue Book version of Measure M’s fund
schedule provides more in-depth description and detail
behind all of the line items that were summarized in the
main budget book.

Each non-departmental fund in this portion of the Blue
Books begins with a more detailed description of how
that fund originated and what are the restrictions on how
its revenue can be spent.



Measure M 

2018-19
Adopted
Budget

2019-20
Proposed

Budget

DEPARTMENTAL APPROPRIATIONS

General Services. Funds are provided for materials testing and
warehouse services supporting the Complete Streets Program.

$ 52,232  $ 215,797

Personnel. Funds are provided for human resources support for eligible 
programs and initiatives coordinated by the Department of 
Transportation.

-- 66,643 

Bureau of Contract Administration. Funds are provided to support 
inspection and contract compliance for street projects including traffic 
signal construction.

801,786 2,716,245

Bureau of Engineering. Funds are provided for traffic signal and left
turn signal project design and for support and administration of the 
Complete Streets Program. 

1,206,759 1,614,038

Bureau of Street Lighting. Funds are provided for traffic signal design 
work and street lighting elements of the Complete Streets and Vision 
Zero programs.

160,524 1,066,824

Bureau of Street Services. Funds are provided to support the Complete 
Streets Program, for bicycle lane repair and maintenance, and for
contractual services funding for median island landscape maintenance. 

4,688,493 11,827,082

Transportation. Funds are provided for staffing for the Complete Streets
and Vision Zero programs, the Great Streets Initiative, and other Active 
and Sustainable Transportation initiatives. 

2,914,832 7,817,181

Subtotal Departmental Appropriations $ 9,824,626 $ 25,323,810

SPECIAL PURPOSE FUND APPROPRIATIONS

Alley Paving. Funds are provided for paving alleys in Council Districts 
5 and 9 ($2 million) and across the City ($1 million). 

-- 3,000,000

Autonomous Vehicles Program. Funds were provided for contractual 
services to proactively engage in modeling scenarios, design thinking, 
and community engagement with connected and autonomous vehicle 
experts.

1,000,000 --

Camarillo Street Traffic Study. Funds were provided for a traffic study 
at Camarillo Street. 

100,000 --

Capital Improvement Expenditure Program – Physical Plant. Funds
are provided for the design and construction of various street and 
transportation projects.

4,543,839 9,589,870

Concrete Streets. Funds are provided for the reconstruction of concrete 
streets.

-- 2,000,000

Complete Streets Projects. Funds are provided for the completion of 
six projects that were originally funded in 2017-18. This item was 
previously titled Street Reconstruction/Vision Zero Projects.

9,000,000 5,333,000

���

Just like the summary of Measure M’s fund schedule
presented in the main budget book, the Blue Book’s
presentation has two sections: Departmental
Appropriations and Special Purpose Fund Appropriations.
Each of the line items presented here in detail matches
with a line item presented in the main budget book.

For the Bureau of Engineering’s allocation, the description
notes that this funding is intended for support and
administration of the Complete Streets Program, among
other things. This aligns with what we saw in BOE’s
departmental budget (Section Four of this handbook),
where funding for two positions providing “Construction
Management for Complete Streets” was stated as coming
from Measure M.



Measure M 

2018-19
Adopted
Budget

2019-20
Proposed

Budget

Cypress Park Pedestrian Bridge. Funds are provided for work on the 
Cypress Park Pedestrian Bridge project.

$              200,000 $               300,000

Expanded Mission Hills Median Study. Funds were provided for a 
median study in Mission Hills.

200,000 --

LA Riverway (San Fernando Valley Completion). Funds were
provided for the LA Riverway Project.

1,500,000 --

Median Island Maintenance.  Funds were provided for the maintenance 
of median islands Citywide. For 2019-20, funds are provided in the 
Bureau of Street Services departmental appropriation.

1,100,000 --

MLK Streetscape. Funds are provided for the MLK Streetscape Project. -- 750,000

Open Streets Program. Funds are provided for continued Open Streets 
events throughout the City.

1,401,604 1,500,000

Paint and Sign Maintenance. Funds are provided to support the 
purchase of paint and sign maintenance equipment and supplies for 
striping and pavement markings for City streets. Funds are also provided 
in the Proposition C Anti-Gridlock Transit Fund ($100,000) and Measure 
R Traffic Relief and Rail Expansion Fund ($1,729,312).

-- 1,170,588

Speed Hump Program. Funds are provided for the installation of speed 
humps across the City. 

-- 2,000,000

Traffic Studies. Funds are provided for traffic studies in Council District 
4 ($150,000) and Council District 8 ($250,000). 

-- 400,000

Transportation Technology Strategy. Funds are provided to support 
consultant services to continue implementation of the Department of 
Transportation’s technology strategy. 

500,000 1,500,000

Unimproved Median Island Maintenance. Funds are provided for the 
maintenance of unimproved median islands citywide.

-- 1,000,000

Venice Boulevard Great Streets Enhancements. Funds are provided 
for Great Streets Program improvements on Venice Boulevard.

500,000 500,000

Vision Zero Corridor Projects. Funds are provided for street safety 
projects along Vision Zero High Injury Network (HIN) corridors, 
including speed feedback sign installation and maintenance and 
pedestrian refuge island implementation as needed.

4,500,000 7,566,777

Vision Zero Education and Outreach. Funds are provided for Vision 
Zero safety education, outreach, and project engagement. 

1,000,000 1,000,000

Reimbursement of General Fund Costs. Funds are provided to 
reimburse the General Fund for employee benefits.

11,406,922 21,379,560

Subtotal Special Purpose Fund Appropriations $ 32,408,526 $ 58,989,795

TOTAL APPROPRIATIONS $ 36,952,365 $ 84,313,605
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Some descriptions provide more details than others. But
the city does not want to be overly proscriptive when
allocating funding. So typically you will not see individual
projects being given a certain amount of funding, but
rather programs or general activities. The city leaves it up
to departments to determine how to prioritize projects
when spending this money. For this reason, it can be hard
to trace this money in the Special Purpose Fund
Appropriations any further. Additionally, the line between
Departmental Appropriations and Special Purpose
Appropriations can be nebulous, as demonstrated by the
line item for “Median Island Maintenance.”


