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1. MEETING CALLED TO ORDER  

A Budget Study Session of the Council of the City of Blue Ash, Ohio, was held on November 30, 
2020.  Mayor Marc Sirkin called the meeting to order in the Augusta Room at the Cooper Creek 
Event Center at approximately 6:00 PM. 

2. OPENING CEREMONIES 

Mayor Sirkin led those assembled in the Pledge of Allegiance. 

3. ROLL CALL  

MEMBERS PRESENT:  Councilman Joe Leet, Councilman Jeff Capell, Councilwoman Katie 
Schneider, Councilwoman Jill Cole, Councilman Lee Czerwonka, 
Vice Mayor Pramod Jhaveri, and Mayor Marc Sirkin 

ALSO PRESENT:  City Manager David Waltz, Assistant City Manager Kelly Harrington, 
Treasurer Sherry Poppe, Parks & Recreation Director Brian Kruse, 
Public Works Director Gordon Perry, Police Chief Scott Noel, Fire 
Chief Chris Theders, and Executive Assistant Julie Kipper 

4. BUDGET STUDY SESSION – Review of the Proposed Interim Budget for 2021 
The following information was distributed to Council prior to the meeting: 

November 30, 2020 

Honorable Mayor and City Council Members 
City of Blue Ash 
4343 Cooper Road 
Blue Ash, Ohio 45242 

Dear Mayor and Council: 
Blue Ash has a strong tradition of being a thriving community with a healthy budget and strategic initiatives. This 
has allowed us to serve our residents and business constituents with superior services and facilities. Blue Ash’s 
leadership has also adapted to past budget and economic challenges while continuing to invest in new initiatives, 
enhance financial reserves, and strategically modify services and amenities that contribute to our overall quality of 
life. 2020 has brought a fresh set of obstacles and opportunity and will no doubt test our community in 2021 and 
beyond. 

The annual budget letter typically focuses on the City’s overall financial position with a review of operations, 
revenue, and fund balances. While the 2020 budget will close out on a very healthy note, 2021 raises new 
concerns and uncertainty. As the impact of the pandemic lingers well into next year, the City will have to draw 
upon lessons learned from past budget difficulties while tending to new challenges in the future. While those 
challenges may appear daunting, the City has developed $42 million in financial reserves that will enable us to 
navigate these uncertain times. 

One of the more significant concerns facing the City in 2021 and beyond is the uncertainty of “work from home” 
and its long-term impact on income tax revenue. The State approved HB 197 earlier this year, which requires 
employers to continue to withhold municipal income taxes as if the employees were still working in the office. As a 
result, the City anticipates 2020 withholding tax revenue to be in line with 2019 collections.  While that is good 
news, there are conflicting opinions as to the intent of the legislation and whether or not employees working 
remotely (due to pandemic restrictions) will be eligible for refunds of those taxes paid to the City. A lawsuit filed in 
July against the City of Columbus and the State of Ohio looks to clarify this question. 

The long-term impact of COVID may not be fully recognized until after the state of emergency is lifted and 
businesses ultimately decide whether to bring employees back to a physical location within the City, go fully 
remote, or implement some hybrid of both. On average, the City issues withholding refunds of $500,000 to 
$900,000 annually to employees who document their worktime spent outside the City. This consists of +/- 3% of 
annual withholding revenue. Were that percentage to increase to 10 or 20%, yearly refunds could range from 
$2,800,000 to $5,600,000. Due to our notable healthy reserves, the City can utilize rainy day funds to offset these 
losses while adjusting operations and programs in a measured pace to ensure a continued quality of life until the 
certainty of a new normal is realized. This ensures that short and long-term decisions reflect a balance of budget 
adjustments versus strategic outcomes. 

As provided in the attached overviews, 2020 financial outcomes are expected to increase the General Fund 
balance by approximately $865,000. Higher than expected income tax collections, additional gas and license tax, 
approximately $2M in CARES Act funding and BWC refunds, and conservative spending has helped balance out 
the loss of other revenue sources as well as the recent purchase of the Hosbrook property. Income tax collections 
for 2020 will parallel collections in 2019. However, given the ongoing concerns surrounding municipal tax 
collections, a conservative estimate was used for 2021 tax collections showing a decrease of $3.6M (or -10%). An 
estimated December 31, 2020 General Fund balance of $42,320,419 will serve as the starting point for the 2021 
Budget.   
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The 2021 Budget reflects the use of $700,000 of General Fund reserves and provides for an investment of 
$16.7M for various capital related equipment, improvements, and projects. $11.075M of this expense budget is 
allocated towards the construction phase of the HAM-Plainfield Road Project, of which $8.9M will be reimbursed 
by federal grants. $5.7M is allocated towards other capital items as detailed in the attached. Approximately $2.0M 
of these expenses are targeted for expenditure in the 2nd half of 2021 and can be deferred if the need arises. 

Highlights of the operations, capital, and project-related items are explained in detail later in this document. We 
anticipate presenting further information regarding the City’s past, present, and expected finances at the Budget 
Study Session on November 30th. However, the comments contained in the Overview Summary describe the 
City’s General Fund balance, sources and uses of funds, and expected ending balances. 

We look forward to working with City Council and the Administrative team on finalizing the 2021 Budget. We also 
look forward to tackling the challenges that lie ahead and confident that Blue Ash’s future remains vibrant. We are 
proud to be working with such a dedicated team committed to maintaining and improving the quality of life of 
residents and businesses in the City of Blue Ash. 

Sincerely, 

CITY OF BLUE ASH 

   
David M. Waltz     Sherry L. Poppe 
City Manager     City Treasurer 
 
 
Mr. Waltz provided a presentation of the City’s financial and budget overview with discussions 
summarized below.   
 

  
Mr. Waltz provided a historical overview of the City’s earnings tax revenue. As shown in the graph, 
from the 1970s to the late 1990s, the City’s vacant land was being developed and the budget 
was growing at double-digit increases per year.  Starting in the 2000s, the growth slowed due to 
lack of development. The budget has averaged under 2% increases per year over the last ten 
years and has been flat for the last five. 

  
Property valuation increases also slowed, as shown in the table.  Every five years up to 2000, the 
City’s real estate valuation doubled, peaking in 2009 and then declined or remained stagnant 
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until 2017 when assessed values exceeded those in 2009. The State phasing out personal 
property tax valuations, along with the 2007 recession were factors that directly affected the 
City’s earnings.   

Mr. Waltz explained that in terms of operating revenues, the blue line in the graph illustrates the 
City’s revenues of which approximately 70% comes from earnings tax.  In the late 1990’s and 
early 2000, the City’s operational expenses were tracking with the growth of the City, with a 
decline around 2000-2001 due to the dot-com bubble burst which resulted in an almost 20% 
decline in revenue for that particular year.  Additionally, the recession in 2007 resulted in about a 
10% decline in revenues. The City was able to plan in advance for Procter & Gamble phasing out 
their operations in Blue Ash and adjust operating expenses accordingly, and is poised to do the 
same in 2021 in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

  
Mr. Waltz referred to last year’s budget presentation summary and stated that while revenue and 
earnings tax remain challenging, the City was still able to make some capital improvements and 
the organizational needs and community needs are not in a dire situation. The City developed 
$42M in financial reserves that will allow us to get through these uncertain times. Operational 
expenses will continue to be monitored closely, and there is a significant concern with the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and the uncertainty of “work from home” and its long-term impact on 
income tax revenue. 

The 2020 Budget recap is that the City is going to finish the year with an actual surplus estimated 
around $2.5M with the recent receipt of a $1.4M payment from Duke Energy for the pipeline 
easement. The net profit and withholding is expected to finish on budget. Additionally, revenue 
from the gas tax, COVID relief, and a refund from the Bureau of Workers Compensation (BWC) has 
had a significant impact to offset some of the losses from the decline in hotel tax, rec 
memberships and interest. The year-end General Fund overall encumbered funds is $42M, with 
operational expenses reduced by approximately 5%. 

  
Looking ahead to 2021, we assume income tax revenues will be down 10%, with the big unknown 
being the withholding tax revenue depending on whether or not employees continue to work from 
home, possibly adding an additional decrease of 20-30%. The Hotel tax revenue is likely to 
remain down, as well as revenue from other program fees/concessions, although lower 
corresponding expenses should offset that reduction. It is anticipated that $828K in reserves will 
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be used in 2021. Some long-term impacts include the payoff of the CCEC bond, which frees up 
bond capacity in 2022 that potentially could go towards the Hosbrook/Towne Square projects. 
Additionally, previous healthy reserves and a surplus in 2020 allows the City to take a measured 
approach in 2021, which in the event of a shortage in revenues, will allow for an opportunity to 
make adjustments to the budget and defer making cuts right away. We also have targeted within 
the budget another 1.5M in capital projects that can be deferred until later.  

Significant capital projects for 2021 include construction of the HAM-Plainfield Roundabouts, 
Summit Park parking lot addition, Sports Center soccer field replacement, the Fourth of July event 
and the Towne Square design, in addition to basic capital, economic development incentives, and 
street and sidewalk/storm sewer improvements. 

  

Mr. Waltz explained that on the “Non Issue 15” chart, the blue line indicates ordinary operating 
revenue, the red line indicates the City’s base operating expenses, the green line indicates non-
Issue 15 debt, and the purple line indicates basic capital expenditures. The area between the 
purple and blue line is what the City has gained in reserves. Beginning in 2015, capital expenses 
increased and a small portion of the fund balance was used in 2017 ($.7M) to support capital 
projects that had been deferred in previous years.  

The “With Issue 15” chart shows the same analysis, but incorporates Issue 15 revenue, 
expenditures, and debt. 
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Mr. Waltz explained that the City is positioned well for 2021, and the fund balance is at a 
historical high. With the uncertainty of “work from home” and its long term impact on income tax 
revenue, the City has the ability to weather some economic blows and still fully function and pay 
for employees, base operations, and meet its obligations of debt service.  

Beginning in 2020, the Issue 15 fund balance is approximately $4.5M, and we expect $6.1M in 
Issue 15 revenues. In 2021, the Cooper Creek Event Center bond will be paid off and the Rec 
Center bond will be paid off in 2022. At the end of 2021, the Issue 15 fund balance is expected 
to be approximately $4.6M. 



BLUE ASH CITY COUNCIL 
 
 
 
 

November 30, 2020 
 
 
 
Page 5 
 

 
In conclusion, Mr. Waltz remarked that things are better than they could have been, however it 
could get worse with the continued impact on revenue with the COVID-19 pandemic. The City has 
shown resiliency and continues to monitor operational expenses.  

After Mr. Waltz’s presentation concluded, City Council asked questions about the budget: 

5. MISCELLANEOUS BUSINESS 

Mayor Sirkin commented that, as always, it is an incredibly conservative and fiscally responsible 
budget. He also reported that he participated in a conference call with the City of Cincinnati’s 
Mayor Cranley, State Representatives Jessica Miranda and Louis Blessing, and other local mayors 
regarding the proposed amendment to HB 197 related to municipal income tax collection. He 
indicated that there was little support for the proposed amendment. Additionally, he noted that 
Mr. Waltz drafted a letter on behalf of City Council sent to the State Representatives to express 
concerns about the proposed amendment. 

In response to Councilwoman Schneider’s question regarding catering costs for Cooper Creek 
Event Center, Mr. Waltz explained that the City has three preferred vendors that provide food & 
beverage for any events booked at Cooper Creek, and those vendors have a shared profit 
arrangement with the City for use of our building. Typically, on the revenue side, it is revenue from 
use of the facility and not necessarily related to the cost of us putting on that event. A $30,000 
wedding, for example, may cost the City around $2000 in staff costs, but the bulk of the wedding 
costs go towards food/alcohol. For next year’s budget, catering costs are at a reduced level. 
Typically, the subsidy to Golf/CCEC operation is around $300,000. 

In response to Councilman Capell’s question about HB 197, Mr. Waltz stated there are conflicting 
opinions as to the intent of the legislation and whether or not employees working remotely (due to 
pandemic restrictions) will be eligible for refunds of those taxes paid to the City, however it is 
anticipated that clarification on this issue will be forthcoming.  

Councilman Capell asked about the subsidy of the golf course, specifically what is the breakdown 
between the golf course operations and Cooper Creek. Mr. Waltz explained that it is difficult to say 
exactly because staff works both operations, but typically, Cooper Creek does a little better than 
golf in terms of revenue, but a guess would be 60% to golf and 40% to Cooper Creek.  

Councilman Capell asked if the City was considering an inflationary increase in golf fees. Mr. 
Waltz noted that it would not be an inflationary increase, but based on the demand for golf this 
year and in comparing fees at other golf courses in the area; there is room for approximately a 
$2.00 fee increase.  

Councilman Capell asked what the City pays real estate taxes on specifically. Mr. Waltz stated 
that real estate taxes are paid on any property that is not being used for public exempt reasons, 
the biggest ones being the restaurants at Summit Park at approximately 80%. Additionally, Ms. 
Poppe noted that the City pays storm water assessments on properties. 

Councilman Capell asked for clarification on the cost of waste collection and if the City receives 
any reimbursement for total recycling amounts. Mr. Waltz explained that waste collection is based 
on a per housing unit cost and that it is a $1M a year subsidy. He noted that those are the types 
of services that Council will need to think about in the event that budget cuts are necessary in the 
future, that typically get a negative reaction from residents.  Mr. Waltz confirmed that the City 
does receive a payment for total recycling amounts. 
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In response to Councilman Leet’s question regarding street paving schedules, Mr. Waltz 
explained that there is a grading system that scores the overall condition of the street, however it 
is not always an exact score and there are other factors that are considered. For example, West 
Avenue had a considerable amount of teardowns and new home construction, so it was practical 
to delay the paving of that street until after the construction had been completed so the 
construction vehicles would not tear up the new pavement. Mr. Perry explained that all City 
streets are in a database that produces an index report on the condition of each street, which 
helps to determine what streets are selected for paving. In response to Councilman Leet’s 
question regarding the streets in Hazelwood, Mr. Perry stated that Hazelwood streets would likely 
be paved in the next couple of years. Mr. Waltz also noted that street paving is often coordinated 
with a scheduled storm sewer project. 

Councilman Czerwonka asked about infrastructure projects in Old Blue Ash & Hazelwoood 
neighborhoods. Mr. Waltz stated that the City will want to do that when it is most practical and 
cost effective, and we are looking at what the best plan is for those projects. 

Councilwoman Cole commended Mr. Waltz and staff for their hard work on the budget and the 
focus on having strong reserves. She asked Mr. Waltz for clarification on the Issue 15 funds. Mr. 
Waltz explained that Issue 15 was promoted and campaigned for the purpose of capital quality of 
life projects, and was tracked separately to assure that the funds were being spent on those 
things.  

Council collectively thanked Mr. Waltz, Ms. Poppe and the rest of City staff for doing an excellent 
job on the presentation and preparing a conservative and fiscally responsible budget. 

Mr. Waltz thanked Ms. Poppe and staff for their efforts in the budget preparation and budget 
control. 

6. ADJOURNMENT 

All items on the agenda having been acted upon, Councilman Czerwonka moved, Councilwoman 
Cole seconded to adjourn the meeting. A voice vote was taken. All members voted yes. The 
Council meeting was adjourned at approximately 7:15 PM. 

 
 
      ______________________________________ 
      Marc Sirkin, Mayor 
 
 
_________________________________________ 
Julie Kipper, Deputy Clerk of Council 
 
MINUTES RECORDED AND WRITTEN BY: 
 
 
________________________________________ 
Julie Kipper, Deputy Clerk of Council 
 


