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City & County of Denver, Colorado

Budgeting for Equity



Perceived Disconnect

Clear Definition 
of Equity Objective

Unclear How Budget 
Supported Equity Objective



Key to Solution: Train Staff how to Recenter Budget and 
Equity Recommendations at Program Level (not line-item)

More intuitive to 
identify initiatives to 

increase equity at the 
program/service level



PROGRAM:

Snow Removal
--------------------------

OPPORTUNITY TO INCREASE EQUITY:

Prioritize walkable pathways to bus stops (economic 
access), grocery stores, city services (libraries, parks, etc)



Goal: Better budget recommendations, truly aligned with Equity objective
Path to Action: 1.) define programs and costs, 2.) program insights for equity

Skills and Capacity: create better budget proposals and fund them
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Budgeting for Equity - The city would like to develop 
and implement an organizational-wide budget equity 
tool to ensure application of an equity lens to budget 
requests and budget reductions, as it faces a revenue 
constrained environment posed by COVID-19.

Budgeting for Equity - The City would like to 
develop equity processes to balance the budget with 
minimal impact to service delivery and utilize an 
equity centered approach to inform decision making 
in its allocation and expenditure cuts decisions.

Budgeting for Equity - Establish equity-informed 
fiscal guidelines weighted with healthy Fund Balance 
retention to guide the fiscal year 2022-2023 budget.

Budgeting for Equity - Implement an outcomes-
based budgeting framework that is aligned with, and 
builds upon, the city’s long-standing efforts with racial 
equity, including the Racial Equity and Social Justice 
Initiative (RESJI)

Budgeting for Equity – Prioritize the budget with an 
equity lens, and incorporate equity into a scoring 
rubric to evaluate proposals for American Rescue Plan 
Act (ARPA) funding.

Challenge(s)
1. Budget process does not prioritize for equity
2. Equity as an outcome is not well defined

Capacity, Skill Development
1. Mastery of program-based and priority-based budgeting
2. Mastery of program-data-driven process to define a goal (like 

equity), create proposed solutions, and actually fund them

Outcome(s)
1. Redesign budget process to allow for prioritization based on 

outcomes (including equity)
2. Identify high-priority equity initiatives, and fund them

Taking Away
1. Priority-based (and therefore “Equity-driven) budget process 

in place that the City can preserve
2. Repeatable methodology to continue to create and fund 

solutions to challenges (and priorities) like equity, climate, etc
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Breaking down the opportunity

American Rescue Plan Act: chance of a life-time to 
legitimately fund the pursuit of truly bold goals 

(...but only if we use the funds to change lives)

Obvious friction:
• There are a lot of tensions over the use of these resources
• We’re worried about spending, only to face a claw-back (eligibility)
• Funds are one-time, not ongoing
• Some of us are replenishing reserves from last year’s use
• ...etc...



Two things:
1.) we need to somehow get the absolute best proposals to emerge
2.) with the best proposals, we need an evaluation & prioritization framework



Part I:
Proposal Generation

Proposal Intention
Ideation First

Min Specs on Proposals



TENSION
People need relief

Never use one-time money 
to fund ongoing needs

Businesses are barely 
hanging in there

This is a once in a lifetime bounty of 
resources – don’t blow it

The prudent choice is to 
replenish reserves

How about just 
restoring the programs 

we cut last year? 

We have an adopted 
budget right now 
that includes layoffs



Short Term:

(within next 
6 months, to 

1-year)

Long Term:

(over the 
course of 
next 1-3 

years)





Short Term:

(within next 
6 months, to 

1-year)

Long Term:

(over the 
course of 
next 1-3 

years)



The Goal: arrive at your most impactful 
recommendations, benefitting your most vulnerable 
populations, and do so as quickly as possible.

The Challenges: 
• Where to start?

• Avoid duplication, and redundancy with other 
aspects of the ARPA

• Don’t try to tackle everything at once

Approach: 
1. Mine your Program Data

• Create Program Data if you don’t have it

2. Conduct “Insight Workshop”

• Consider public involvement

3. Consider Budget Amendment (or other means to 
establish approval) 

Timeline considerations: 
1. Rapid deployment: within 30-days
2. Practical timeline: 30-days+



The Goal: build back reserves, temper/cease one-
time transfers to support ongoing needs, identify 
and address programs still dependent on transfers

The Challenges: 
• What programs did we fund with reserves last year?

• What programs are still dependent on transfers?

• Is it too much to reconcile in one year?

Approach: 
1. Calculate amount needed to replenish reserves

2. Identify Programs dependent on one-time sources, 
and/or Prioritize Programs to back into this list

3. Consider ARPA for reserve restoration, and one-
time bridge support of ongoing program needs 
(only where it’s a priority)

Timeline considerations: 
1. Rapid deployment: within 30-days
2. Practical timeline: 30-days+



The Goal: fund program restorations only where it makes 
sense, and qualifies

The Challenges: 
• a potential “default” for many orgs is to go back to 

programs that were reduced in 2020, and apply 
resources to restore – the question is: “should you?”

• some orgs have adopted budgets with programmatic 
cuts on the table right now – how should we consider 
possible uses of funds for those programs?

Approach: 
1. Identify what programs we cut – do we know? 

2. Calculate how much is needed to restore these 
programs?

• Create 2019-2020 Program Inventory

• Program Costing for 2019, and Program Costing 
for 2020 (before and after)

• Program Scoring to prioritize

3. Conduct budget development process to consider any 
program restoration

Timeline considerations: 
1. Rapid deployment: within 30-days

2. Practical timeline: 30-days+



The Goal: seize the opportunity to discover and execute 

on partnership opportunities with regional organizations 
in pursuit of common objectives (heavily resourced)

The Challenges: 
• While the concept of leveraging partners (and their 

resources) makes so much sense, it’s not entirely easy 
to discover specific partnership opportunities and 
execute

• Partnerships were hard in the worst of times (COVID 
shortfalls) even when dire circumstances encouraged 
this genre of solutions – there are good reasons why 
partnerships are hard even when we seek them

Approach: 
1. Where are your best opportunities for partnerships?

2. Once you identify a partnership opportunity, what is 
the execution plan?

3. Even with a great execution plan, how will your plan 
get funded in the budget?

Timeline considerations: 
1. Rapid deployment: within 30-days

2. Practical timeline: 30-days+



The Goal: pursue the achievement of your 

community’s most high-priority objectives with 
potentially once-in-a-lifetime resources

The Challenges: 
• One of the greatest risks we face is to be strong on 

vision, but weak on follow-through (especially 
resource allocation)

• If we go “all in” with one-time money, we may miss 
the opportunity to create long-term sustainability 

Approach: 
1. Define your goals well

2. Solicit bold proposals (from both within your 
organization as well as externally)

3. Design into your budget development process

Timeline considerations: 
1. Rapid deployment: within 60-days

2. Practical timeline: 60-days+
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Part II:
Proposal Evaluation 
and Prioritization

Evaluation Criteria
Proposal Scoring

Prioritization
Reporting



Proposal Scoring in Alexandria, VA

• Identify permitted uses

• Start with a list of existing and eligible programs and projects on city wish list

• Add programs and projects that will address issues that have been exacerbated due to COVID

• Solicit program and project ideas and needs from 3rd party partner organizations both public 
and private

• Organize into service areas and solicit resident feedback through online and public outreach

• Incorporate all feedback into a master program and project idea list

• Score all programs and projects (scoring may include metrics such as equity, feasibility, cost, 
eligibility, climate impact, community feedback, complexity)

• Based on scoring review, prioritize proposed programs and projects into four tiers

• Tier 1 & 2 (Tranche 1 funded) - "Projects & programs that have the most immediate impact, 
are shovel ready and highly important”

• Tier 3 & 4 (Tranche 2 funded) - "Projects & programs that are highly important but not as 
urgent or shovel ready”

• Beyond Tier 4 - "Projects that may not be ARPA eligible (need more Treasury guidance), may 
not be feasible within the timeframe, and/or should be considered through other funding 
sources"
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ARPA in Pueblo, CO

1. Pueblo is actively considering how best to 
deploy their ARPA funds. The city has been 
conducting resident engagement workshops 
to identify ideas generated by the public.

2. The city has been engaging with our “Five-
Tiered Plan” webinars and reached out to us 
for support. Through CBER, we have been 
working through developing a custom 
scoreboard to evaluate all proposed ideas 
generated both internally and through 
resident engagement, and a methodology 
to prioritize these programs. 














