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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 29, 
2021.  Mayor Marc Sirkin called the meeting to order in the Muirfield 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 Jeff Capell, Councilwoman Jill Cole, Councilman Lee 
Czerwonka, Councilman Joe Leet, Vice Mayor Pramod Jhaveri, and 
Mayor Marc Sirkin 

MEMBERS ABSENT:  Councilwoman Katie Schneider 

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, Councilman-Elect Brian Gath, and Deputy 
Clerk of Council Julie Kipper 

Councilwoman Cole moved to excuse Councilwoman Schneider from the meeting. Councilman 
Capell seconded. A voice vote was taken. All members present voted yes. 

4. BUDGET STUDY SESSION – Review of the Proposed Interim Budget for 2022 
The following information was distributed to Council prior to the meeting: 
November 29, 2021 
 
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. 
 
Last year’s budget study session was focused around the financial impact on the City’s 2021 withholding tax 
collections due to employees working from home and any related withholding changes made by employers. 
Since that time, the State approved H.B. 110 which allowed (did not require) employers to continue to withhold 
income tax, as they did in 2020 under HB 197, until December 31, 2021. This “extension” provided employers 
and municipalities more time to prepare for the changes surrounding municipal income tax withholding 
requirements and collections. Based on withholding tax collections so far this year, it appears that the majority 
of Blue Ash employers continued to withhold Blue Ash tax during 2021. As a result, the City’s 2021 withholding 
tax collections are expected to exceed 2020 collections by at least 6% pushing the financial concern and 
uncertainty into 2022 and beyond. 
 
So what’s next? As for 2020 withholding refund requests, there are conflicting opinions as to the intent of the 
legislation and whether or not employees working remotely will be eligible for refunds of those 2020 taxes paid 
to the City. Many 2020 refund requests received by the Blue Ash Tax Office are in a holding status pending the 
outcome of several outstanding lawsuits in Ohio. 
 
As for 2021 withholding refund requests, employees of Blue Ash businesses will be eligible for a refund of any 
Blue Ash income tax withheld for time spent working outside the City of Blue Ash in 2021. In a typical year, the 
City would issue withholding refunds totaling between $500,000 and $900,000 annually to employees who 
documented their worktime spent outside the City (+/- 3% of withholding revenue). In an abundance of caution, 
a conservative 2022 budget estimate of $3.5M was included in the Budget for withholding refunds related to 
2021 and perhaps 2020. 
 
The good news is 2021 will finish strong and contribute approximately $9M in General Fund reserves. Total 
income tax collections exceeding budget by at least $5.6M, timing of the Ham-Plainfield grant reimbursement of 
$2M, and conservative spending all contribute the higher than expected 2021 General Fund balance.  An 
estimated December 31, 2021 General Fund balance of $52,685,349 will serve as the starting point for the 
2022 Budget. 
 
The 2022 Budget plans for the use of $2.3M of General Fund reserves during 2022 and provides for normal 
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operations and an investment of $6.3M for various capital related equipment, improvements, and projects. Also 
included in the Budget is federally funded construction costs related to the Ham-Plainfield Roundabout Project of 
$7.9M. 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. However, the comments contained in the Overview Summary describe the City’s General 
Fund balance, sources and uses of funds, and expected ending balances. 
 
Due to healthy reserves, the City can utilize rainy day funds to offset withholding tax changes 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. 
 
We look forward to working with City Council and the Administrative team on finalizing the 2022 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 presented an overview of the City’s overall financial health and budget outline with key 
points of discussion summarized below. He noted that this 2022 budget and tonight’s 
presentation is very similar to last year and very straightforward. He expressed kudos to all 
department heads, Treasurer Sherry Poppe and Finance Director, Natasha Dempsey for their 
efforts in the budget process. 

 

  
Mr. Waltz provided a historical overview of the City’s earnings tax revenue. As shown in the first 
graph, from the 1970s to the late 1990s, the budget was growing at double-digit increases per 
year averaging a 12.7% annual growth. Looking forward from the 2000s on, the growth slowed 
and has remained relatively flat, with average increases under 2% per year over the last ten 
years. This is mainly because the City is a mature and built out community.  
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The second chart illustrates another view of revenue percentage increase versus operational 
expenses in five-year increments. The gray line represents the operational costs percentage 
increase as it relates to income revenue growth and overall revenue growth. From 2000-2005, 
the average annual operating cost percentage was 6.5% increase, but revenue was not keeping 
up. Going forward, operational costs were reduced and revenue increased resulting in a more 
balanced operation and organization. Revenue would have been a little better for the current 
period, except that it shrunk significantly due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.  

  
As shown in the table, the City’s real estate valuation doubled, peaking in 2009 and then 
declined or remained stagnant until 2017 when assessed values exceeded those in 2009. In 
recent years, large commercial and residential real estate developments such as The Approach, 
Daventry, The Retreat at Summit Park, plus the real estate market picking up resulted in property 
valuations increasing by 14% in 2020. It is important to note that the status and health of the 
community relies on continued development and redevelopment. 

Last year, we presumed income tax revenue would be down around 10% due to employees 
working from home during the pandemic; however, it was not because the state continued the 
withholding requirements and determined there would be no refunds issued for 2020. However, 
some unknown variables are that 2021 revenues could be refunded in 2022, and the concern is 
what the new normal will be in terms of how many days per week workers will be working onsite in 
the office or working remotely. The hotel tax remains down, as the hotels in the area cater to 
more of the business market, rather than leisure markets. Program fees, concessions, and 
rentals were down, but those are offset by reduction of corresponding expenses. Reserve funds 
grew significantly with a surplus of $9M largely due to the combination of earnings and other 
sources of revenue were higher than expected. 

 
Key factors to note in summarizing the 2021 budget include: 
– Year end surplus of $9m ($2m from reimbursement) 
– Net profit and withholding collections were over estimate 
– Other funds stable (Real Estate, gas tax, motor vehicle license fee) 
– No rebound in hotel, recreation memberships, interest, other. 
– Other program revenue sources were down, but offset by corresponding expenses (CCEC, 

Special Events, building fees, etc).  Some rebound in late ‘21 
– ‘21 year end General Fund reserves up to $52m (historical high) 
– ‘21 operational expenses decreased 
– Outperformed the worst scenario, deferred to ‘22 
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Looking ahead to 2022, we assume income tax revenues will be down 10-20%, with the biggest 
unknowns being the withholding tax revenue, number of refund requests and determining what 
the “new normal” will look like with remote workers, smaller office sizes, and fewer employees 
based in Blue Ash. The hotel tax revenue is likely to remain down. Revenue from other program 
fees and concessions will likely remain down or may see a modest rebound, although lower 
corresponding expenses should offset that reduction in revenue. It is anticipated that $2.5M in 
reserves will be used in 2022. The CCEC bond will be paid off at the end of 2021 and 2022 is the 
last year for the Rec Center bond, which frees up capital for future projects such as the Downtown 
Corner and Towne Square projects. Additionally, healthy reserves instills confidence in 2022.  

Basic Capital projects budgeted for 2022 include a one-year service agreement for the FLOCK 
system for Police, various Fire, Parks and Public Works vehicle and equipment purchases, 
standard incentives for economic development, miscellaneous facility improvements, sidewalk 
and storm sewer repairs/replacement along Cornell Road and street improvements in the 
Chimney Hill area, Kenridge and Brasher.  

Other notable capital highlights for 2022 include the completion of the HAM-Plainfield 
Roundabouts (plus unfunded/unresolved land acquisition), Hunt Road landslide, and Summit 
Park observation tower enhancements. Although there are no Towne Square construction funds 
allocated in 2022, we anticipate finalizing the design and engineering plans and get the project 
ready for bid, with construction anticipated to begin the second half of 2022. The City has also 
applied for State grant funding for the Towne Square Project. Additionally, there is no money 
budgeted in 2022 for the Downtown Corner Project.  

  
Mr. Waltz explained that on the “Non Issue 15” chart, the large expenditures associated with 
Issue 15 have been removed. The red line in the graph represents base operating expenses; 
primarily staff, personnel, utility bills, and basic services. The blue line indicates ordinary 
operating revenue. The green line indicates non issue 15 debt, which shows there is very little 
debt remaining due to the payoff of the North Fire Station and Kenwood Road Project bonds in 
2020. The purple line indicates basic capital expenditures. The gap area between the purple and 
blue line is what the City has gained in reserve funds.  

The “With Issue 15” chart showing the same analysis from the last five years, but incorporates 
Issue 15 revenue, expenditures, and debt service. The year 2016 was high due to it being close 
to the last year of the Summit Park Project. The average annual capital expenditure is around $8 
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or $9M over the last few years as we ramped up getting all the projects up to speed, roads 
updated, new fire equipment, and the purchase of the Hosbrook property. 

 
The purpose of these charts is to show a snapshot and really demonstrate that the organization is 
solvent without capital.  

  
Mr. Waltz explained that the City has been successful in holding costs down and with revenue 
coming in higher than expected, the fund balance is at a historical high and we should feel 
confident in getting some capital projects done. With the uncertainty of refund requests 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 2022, the Issue 15 fund balance is approximately $5.2M, and we expect $5.7M 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 2022, the Issue 15 fund balance is expected 
to be approximately $5.1M.  

 
Mr. Waltz noted that 2021 was much better than expected, and we should feel optimistic moving 
forward. Another round of big capital projects will need to be accounted for in future reserves 
including:  

- Towne Square (2022) 

- DT Corner (2022) 
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- Pool renovation (‘23-24) 

- Summit park hangar/maintenance building (‘23-25) 

- Golf maintenance building(‘23-25) 

- Roads/storm sewer/bridges (culverts) 

- Rec center/CCEC are over 10 years old. 

The efforts over the last ten years enabled the City to weather the last couple of years of 
uncertainty, and the long-term issue of working at home continues to be a concern for all cities.  
The City is in a very resilient place, but operational expenses will continue to be monitored closely. 

5. MISCELLANEOUS BUSINESS 

In response to Councilman Czerwonka’s question regarding placing limitations on recreation 
center memberships for employees working for Blue Ash businesses that are working from home, 
Mr. Waltz cautioned that adding restrictions on rec center memberships, means less cash 
revenue and is not a good idea because residents would likely have to cover the loss of revenue. 
An alternative to help generate revenue could include entertaining opening up memberships to 
part-time business employees or non-residents in surrounding communities.  

Vice Mayor Jhaveri asked if the new jobs created with the economic development incentives this 
year would offset much of the loss of revenue due to employees working from home. Mr. Waltz 
stated that the 1800 jobs created this year will not offset the lost revenue, and the long-term 
concern is the state legislature passing laws that prevent full collection of taxes, which is an 
existential threat to cities. 

In response to Councilman Capell’s questions about the FLOCK system, Chief Noel stated that the 
data is stored offsite and is accessible for thirty days. 

Councilman Capell inquired about the additional tax clerk position and why the City does not have 
an option for citizens to file taxes online. Mr. Waltz stated that the additional position is needed 
for additional levels of compliance issues, anticipated increase in refund requests and increased 
auditing requirements.  

Councilman Capell inquired about the citizen survey and requested that Council have some input 
on the questions in the survey. Mr. Waltz stated that the citizen survey is a tool used every few 
years to gauge citizen satisfaction on quality of life issues, and the questions should not have a 
political element. 

In response to Councilman Capell’s questions, Mr. Waltz stated that funds have been budgeted 
for safety enhancements to the observation tower, $30K is budgeted for Sister City, and CCEC 
revenues and expenditures have been significantly reduced, and although corporate events may 
still be fewer, we may see an increase in wedding bookings.  

Councilman Capell inquired if there would be legislation coming up to increase golf course fees. 
Mr. Waltz stated that it will likely be on an upcoming Council agenda. 

Councilman Capell commented about the cost of outsourcing income tax collection services 
versus keeping it in house, and stated that the City should look into RITA. Mr. Waltz stated that 
City administration is always examining and reviewing potential cost savings initiatives and 
outsourcing, and cited examples of trash collection, building department plans review, and 
various parks and recreation operations.  
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Council collectively expressed appreciation to the City Administration and all departments for 
being fiscally conservative and doing such a great job managing the budget and operational 
expenses. 

6. ADJOURNMENT 

All items on the agenda having been acted upon, Councilwoman Cole moved, Councilman 
Czerwonka 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 
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