Portland City Council approves $451 million budget
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Brent Wojahn/The OregonianPortland City Council members -- Randy Leonard (from left), Amanda Fritz, Mayor Sam Adams and Nick Fish -- vote out a $451 million general fund budget for 2010-11. Absent is Dan Saltzman, who voted by phone. 
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Neither sniping over police nor griping over utility rate increases could stop the Portland City Council from approving the mayor's proposed budget. 

Wednesday's vote was 5-0, with city Commissioner Dan Saltzman phoning in from New York, where he's on vacation. City commissioners also approved a 12 percent increase in water rates, and a 6.35 percent increase in sewer and stormwater rates. 
Portland city budget 2010-11
Total net city budget: $2.6 billion 
General fund budget: $451 million 

Water rate increase: 12 percent, bringing an average residential quarterly bill to $73.98 

Sewer/stormwater rate increase: 6.35 percent, bringing the average residential quarterly bill to $160
In all, the city's total net budget for 2010-11 is about $2.6 billion. It includes money from the state and federal government, as well as revenue from ratepayers. The general fund portion of the budget is $451 million, which represents a $5.3 million cut from current service levels. 

Mayor Sam Adams warned that the city still doesn't have enough money for basic maintenance of roads and other infrastructure, but he gave a spirited defense of spending choices that include $500,000 for college scholarships and for improvements for bicyclists and pedestrians. 

He pointed out that only four people showed up Wednesday to testify against the budget. "I want to thank Portlanders for their understanding of the collective challenges that we face," Adams said. 

The budget eliminates 105 positions, most of them in the Bureau of Development Services and in the Portland Police Bureau. City workers will not receive a cost-of-living increase next year, although it's not certain whether they will have to take furloughs or have their wages frozen. 

The handful who testified against the budget Wednesday opposed utility rate increases, changes to the Portland police budget and a new annual fee of up to $30 per property for leaf pickups in older neighborhoods that until now received the service for free. 

Terry Parker, a frequent critic of the council's spending, railed against what he called "insensitive" rate increases for water and sewer services. 

The program budget for the Bureau of Environmental Services next year is about $325 million, including $114 million to finish the eastside Big Pipe project. Portland was among the first cities to see huge rate increases because of a court order to stop dumping sewage and stormwater -- into the Willamette River in Portland's case. Other cities -- including Atlanta, Honolulu and Seattle -- required to limit sewage spills have now surpassed Portland in cost to customers. 

The Water Bureau's budget will be about $149 million. Portland water rates -- about $22 a month now -- will climb as the city ramps up to comply with federal mandates to treat drinking water and cover reservoirs. 

The two utility bureaus do not use money from the general fund, relying instead on ratepayers. 

All five commissioners approved the sewer and stormwater rate increase, and new garbage pickup rates. 

City Commissioner Nick Fish called the 12 percent water rate increase a "defensible number." But city Commissioner Amanda Fritz voted no on the water increase, saying the bureau could have taken more cuts. 

Still, overall, she endorsed the mayor's budget priorities. 

"I believe this budget does use the money wisely," she said. 

Adams told reporters after the meeting that the council actually saved taxpayers $8 million in sewer and stormwater money. That's the difference between the bureau's original rate increase request of 6.9 percent and the 6.35 percent adopted. 

People on Wednesday also complained about the mayor's decision to spend $500,000 next year to help low-income students go to community college and train for city jobs. One-third of the scholarship money will come from the city's general fund. The other two-thirds will come from savings gained by cutting the amount the bureaus pay the Office of Management and Finance. 

Adams said the program will diversify the city's work force and help the city cope with upcoming retirements. This is "what it means to embrace our growing diversity," he said. 

That didn't fly with Amie Shaffer, a Police Bureau desk clerk who will lose her job because the mayor decided to save the jobs of sworn police officers. 

The nonsworn personnel positions that will be eliminated (31 under the budget) are mostly filled by women and/or minorities who don't make as much as officers, she said. She asked: How does that fit with the mayor's commitment to equity and diversity? "It's ridiculous because you're laying us off," she said. 

Laurelhurst Neighborhood Association President Eric Fruits said he was surprised that an issue as controversial as a leaf fee would be slipped into a budget with little opportunity for public debate. 

"This is what we call an affront to the hallowed Portland process," Fruits said. 

The new budget year starts July 1. 
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