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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 28, 
2022 in the Blue Ash Conference Room at the Municipal and Safety Center Building. Mayor Marc 
Sirkin called the meeting to order 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 Brian Gath, Councilwoman Katie 
Schneider and Mayor Marc Sirkin 

MEMBERS ABSENT:  Vice Mayor Pramod Jhaveri 

ALSO PRESENT:  City Manager David Waltz, Assistant City Manager Kelly 
Harrington, Treasurer Sherry Poppe, Public Works Director 
Gordon Perry, Police Chief Scott Noel, Fire Chief Chris Theders, 
Finance Director Matt Sanders, and Deputy Clerk of Council Julie 
Kipper 

Mayor Sirkin moved to excuse Vice Mayor Jhaveri from the meeting. Councilman Czerwonka 
seconded. A voice vote was taken. All members present voted yes. 

4. BUDGET STUDY SESSION – Review of the Proposed Budget for 2023 
The following information was distributed to Council prior to the meeting: 
Dear Mayor and Council: 

The City of Blue Ash has prospered due to a variety of factors. These include visionary planning and design, a 
consistent and committed City Council, a focus on excellent services, and a continuous investment in 
infrastructure and quality of life amenities. A future commitment to these key values will continue to serve the 
City well, while at the same time there will be a need to be flexible and adaptable as conditions change locally, 
regionally, and nationally. Although embracing these changes can be a challenge, doing so has and will continue 
to be a necessity if the City of Blue Ash and the community are going to continue to thrive. 

The annual budget letter focuses on the City’s overall financial position with a review of operations, revenue, 
and fund balances. The 2023 Budget is built around expectations of income tax collections, operational costs, 
routine capital replacements and other capital improvements. 

As you may recall, the 2022 Budget took into account the uncertainty of employer withholding changes and the 
unknown financial impact of income tax refunds by insulating the budget with very conservative estimates for 
both withholding collections and income tax refunds. So far this year withholding collections are better than 
expected, net profit collections will exceed $10M, and refund request payments will finish up the year lower than 
budget, though much higher than years past. Total income tax collections in 2022 will exceed original estimates 
by $6.5M. Income taxes coupled with $1.3M in American Rescue Plan Act funding, a recovery of other revenue 
sources, retired debt, and expenditures under budget will all contribute to an estimated $9.3M increase in the 
General Fund balance by the end of fiscal year 2022. 

While the City is fortunate to have increased reserves during a challenging post-covid period, there are several 
factors moving forward that will utilize said reserves. First, the City has seen a significant increase in operating 
and capital costs due to inflationary pressures. Secondly, while withholding revenue has fared better than 
feared, businesses are still sorting out long-term employee location counts that will likely impact future revenue. 
Thirdly, there are numerous capital projects to be undertaken in the next few years that will either upgrade 
existing dated amenities or provide new amenities that contribute to Blue Ash’s continued vitality. Lastly, it 
should be recognized that much of the recent increase in fund balance was due to singular events and not the 
norm (one-time grants, debt retirement, deferred capital, etc.). 

The 2023 Budget plans for the use of $6.3M of General Fund reserves and provides for normal operations and 
an investment of $15.4M for construction, purchase of capital equipment, and projects. Not included in the total 
above, the 2023 Budget does include $5M in federally funded construction costs and related grant revenues for 
the HAM-Plainfield Roundabout Project. Also not included in these figures is the Towne Square Improvement 
Project. This project is currently out to bid and is estimated to cost $10M. Due to rising costs and inflation, we 
are awaiting final bids before including it in the budget. 

We anticipate presenting additional 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. Highlights of the revenues, 
operations, capital, and project-related items are explained in detail later in this Budget document. 

We look forward to working with City Council and the Administration team on finalizing the 2023 Budget. We 
are poised to tackle the challenges that lie ahead and confident that Blue Ash’s future remains vibrant. We are 
proud to work with such a dedicated team committed to maintaining and improving the quality of life of residents 
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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 prepared a presentation of the City’s financial status and general overview of the 
proposed budget for 2023.   

  

 
Mr. Waltz stated that this budget for 2023 is straightforward and tonight’s presentation and 
discussion will mainly focus on the big picture and fiscal health of the organization. He 
referenced the budget prioritization and action plan from 2021, which outlined how the City 
would tackle the budget challenges during the pandemic. He stated that the City was able to 
avoid using reserve funds over the last couple of years, and as a result, built up quite a healthy 
reserve. He reminded Council that the budget will be on the December Council meeting 
agenda for approval, subject to any changes made by Council. He thanked all the Department 
Directors, Treasurer Sherry Poppe, and Finance Director Matt Sanders for doing such a great 
job on managing and tracking the City’s revenue and expenditures.  

Mr. Waltz stated that in looking back on the last two years, the City’s reserve funds grew more 
than anticipated due to a combination of one-time revenues, unused expenditures, capital 
deferral, and miscellaneous savings. However, the City continues to be conservative and 
responsible, as the base operational costs are starting to exceed ordinary revenue, and future 
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capital costs are expected to be significantly higher. Additionally, payoff of the CCEC and Rec 
Center bonds helped add to the reserve fund balance and reduce the overall debt to $38M, 
which allows for future bonding capacity for projects such as Towne Square, the pool 
replacement and other future capital projects. 

 
As shown in the graph, Blue Ash experienced a 12.7% annual growth from the 1970s to the 
late 1990s, as 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 and Blue Ash is now 
built out and no longer a growing community, so more attention must be focused on 
redevelopment and reinvestment. For the last five years, there has been an average increase 
of 2.35% on earnings tax growth. 

 
Property valuation increases also slowed, as shown in the table. In the early 2000s, the State 
phased out personal property tax valuations. Real estate tax values after the 2007 recession 
peaked at $700M and took almost ten years to get back to pre-recession amounts. In 2023-
2025, it is anticipated that commercial property values, particularly office, will decline, while 
residential values will increase. 
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Last year, we assumed income tax revenue would be down, and we expect the year to finish 
out at 0% (net). The withholding and refund environment was the biggest unknown, with 
withholding refund requests increasing by 330% (approximately $1M). Additionally, 
companies still have not settled on employees coming back to work in-person and decisions 
on corporate office lease renewals. The hotel taxes are slowly rebounding, along with program 
fees and concessions. The banquet and event operations at Cooper Creek has been slow to 
respond, but golf operations have done exceptionally well the past two years. 

 
Looking ahead to 2023, income tax revenues are anticipated to be down approximately 10%, 
with the biggest unknown risk factor continuing to be the withholding tax revenue/refunds 
and the threat of a recession. Additional factors include what the new office size will be, fewer 
employees working in Blue Ash, new office lease agreements, etc. The hotel tax revenue is 
slowly recovering, and revenues from other program fees/concessions are expected to remain 
flat or have a modest rebound, but are offset by increasing expenses. Expected use of 
reserves will range from $6.3-16.3M dependent on whether Council elects to bond or pay 
outright for the Towne Square project. Additionally, continued debt reduction will free up 
capital for future projects. Over the next year, plans are to be even more proactive with 
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infrastructure projects including aging storm sewer pipes, roads, etc., as well as renovations 
for the pool, tennis courts, and other facilities. 

 
Notable capital projects for 2023 include the Towne Square project estimated at $10M 
(budget may be revised later), completion of the HAM-Plainfield Roundabouts (and 
landscaping), Hunt Rd landslide, Summit Tower enhancements, Downtown south gateway, 
and a new golf maintenance building. Additionally, basic capital projects, including a new roof 
for the Public Works building, Rec Center HVAC, and various department vehicles and 
equipment, along with economic development incentives, and street and sidewalk/storm 
sewer improvements are all included in the proposed budget. 
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Mr. Waltz explained that the graph illustrates base operating revenues versus expenditures. 
The blue line represents the City’s revenues, and the red line shows the total cost to keep the 
City running and providing services. Over the last several years, the City has maintained a 
healthy span of around $10M between revenues and expenses, and was able to adjust 
expenses accordingly with fluctuations in revenue as experienced during the pandemic. 
Looking forward from 2023-2025, the range will be more around $5M as inflation and costs 
increase, but reserve funds are available to help adjust if need be moving forward. 

 
Mr. Waltz explained that the chart above shows operating revenue versus operating expenses 
combined with debt and capital. He stated that the red line shows base operating costs and 
the green line indicates debt, noting that the spread between operating costs and debt is 
lower because of debt being paid off. The blue line represents operating revenue, and the 
purple is basic capital expenditures, which is where the shifts happen. The major spread 
indicated in 2023 is mainly due to the Towne Square project, but if Council elects to bond that 
out, the difference would be less. The following year in 2024, the bulk of that is for the pool 
and tennis courts. Even with utilizing reserve funds for these major projects, the reserve funds 
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are still healthy. 

 

The Issue 15 fund balance at the beginning of 2023 is a little over $7M, and it is estimated 
to have an ending balance of approximately $8.5M at the end of 2023. The growth is 
attributed to paying off the Cooper Creek and Rec Center bonds. Moving forward into 2024 
and 2025, more debt from the Summit Park bonds will be paid off, which makes the City well-
positioned for future projects. 

 
In conclusion, Mr. Waltz remarked that for the past two years, things are better than they 
could have been, and the City has been able to build up a healthy reserve. The economy and 
increasing costs could get worse, but the City has shown resiliency and will continue to 
monitor operational expenses. He added that the plan is to be aggressive with capital projects 
over the next few years, which will need to be accounted for in future/reserves. Those projects 
include:  

- Towne Square  



BLUE ASH CITY COUNCIL 
 
 

November 28, 2022 
 
 
 
Page 8 

- Downtown Corner 

- Pool renovation  

- Summit park hangar/maintenance building/beer garden 

- Golf maintenance 

- Roads/storm sewer/bridges (culverts) 

- Rec center/CCEC over 10 years 

After Mr. Waltz concluded his presentation, City Council asked questions about the budget. 

Councilwoman Schneider asked how the City is being proactive about storm sewer repairs 
before they become major issues. Mr. Perry explained that the sewer pipes have to be 
physically inspected utilizing cameras. The ones that the City usually has problems with are 
the corrugated metal pipes due to deterioration over time. The pipes that tend to be the most 
costly are the largest ones, which are over 10 feet in diameter and buried deep in the ground. 
Mr. Waltz added that sometimes it is difficult to determine which pipes may have potential 
issues, since many of those sewer pipes were installed over forty years ago. Mr. Perry noted 
that the sewer pipe repairs included in the budget are some of the biggest ones in the City, so 
he does not anticipate a continuous increase in budgeting for future storm sewer repairs. Mr. 
Waltz added that another project that will likely be coming up in 2024 is the Kenwood 
bridge/culvert project. 

Councilman Czerwonka inquired about the bulletproof vest replacements for the Fire 
Department. Chief Theders explained that fire personnel do wear tactical vests, and the vests 
do expire after a certain period of time. All ambulances and fire trucks have these vests on 
the vehicles in the event they are dispatched to an active shooter situation, so all personnel 
are protected during those situations. 

Mr. Waltz noted that there would also be a pay plan increase for Council’s approval at the 
December meeting. The increase will be for 4%, which is a little higher than it has been in the 
past, but still on par with other surrounding organizations. The patrol officers’ contract 
includes a 4% increase, so the same increase will go to all non-union employees as well.  

Councilwoman Schneider asked if the increase would affect raising the pay rates for some of 
the part time positions that have been difficult to fill in the past. Mr. Waltz confirmed that pay 
rates for those positions will increase 4%, and many of those positions have a pay range. For 
some of those positions that have been difficult to fill, many of the new hires are being hired 
in on the higher end of the pay range. In response to Councilwoman Schneider’s question, 
Ms. Poppe confirmed that the mowing contract is included in the 2023 budget. 

Councilman Gath inquired about the new ambulance budgeted for the fire department. Chief 
Theders stated that the ambulance is ordered right after the budget is approved due to lengthy 
lead times for building and receiving ambulances. He added that normally it is 6-8 months to 
get an ambulance, but currently the estimated lead-time is 18-24 months for new EMS 
vehicles. The ambulance in the budget is for one that is scheduled for replacement in 2024, 
but even if it were ordered now, it would not be received until mid-2024. In response to 
Councilman Czerwonka’s question, Chief Theders stated that typically ambulances have a 5-
8 year life span, and have around 50-60K miles when they are ready to be replaced. He added 
that recently, the City switched over from diesel-powered ambulance to gas, with the reason 
being a cost savings of around $20K due to lower overall maintenance costs. Most 
preventative maintenance is performed by City mechanics, who have been through the 
emergency vehicle certification training. 

In response to Councilman Gath’s questions about the police succession plan and its impact 
on headcount and the budget, Chief Noel explained that overall it is not much of an impact, 
except for a two-year period. Two people have been added, one of those positions offsets an 
officer who is currently deployed with the military, and the other person is an extra person 
until the time when Chief Noel retires in two years. At that time, the staffing will go back down 
to the normal staffing levels.  

In response to questions about the Summit Park Tower modifications, Mr. Perry stated that 
the project will be re-bid. The project has been redesigned and costs are expected to go down. 
Additionally, the project will be a design-build, which is a bit different from what is normally 
done. The cost and intent will be known up front, and this will allow the contractor to build in 
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efficiencies into the design in the most economical way possible. The project will be publicly 
bid. 

In response to Councilman Gath’s comments regarding the IT items in the budget, Ms. Poppe 
stated that Dan Klapp does a great job with coordinating and planning the replacement of 
equipment, and tries to schedule one high cost item each budget year, such as copiers or key 
card access for facilities. 

Council thanked staff for doing a great job on the budget and overall, especially considering 
everything that has happened the past two years with the pandemic. 

5. ADJOURNMENT 

All items on the agenda having been acted upon, Mayor Sirkin moved, Councilwoman Cole 
seconded to adjourn the meeting. A voice vote was taken. All members voted yes. The Council 
meeting was adjourned at approximately 6:45 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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