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Tips for Elected Officials when 
Reviewing Budgets and CAFR’s 

 
 Jeff Hansen, Finance Director, City of Golden 
 

John Lewis, Finance Director, Eagle County 
 

Catrina Asher, Financial Compliance Manager,  
Boulder County 

Overview 

•  Narratives 
– CAFR 

•  Transmittal Letter 
•  MD&A 

– Budget 
•  Budget Message(s) 

Transmittal Letter 

•  Requirements, responsibilities 
•  Profile of the City 
•  Economic Condition and Outlook 
•  Major Initiatives 
•  Awards and Acknowledgements 

MD&A 

•  Overview and analysis of the financial 
position and performance of the City 
– Governmental Activities 
– Business Activities 
– General Fund 
– Capital Assets 
– Debt 

Budget Message(s) 

•  Operating Budget 
– Background 
– Revenue 
– Significant changes from current budget 

•  Capital Budget 
– Background 
– Policy and economic factors 
– Recommendations 
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BUDGET TIPS! 
   

  

  Budget Document 

•  Summary of what we will cover 
– A few interesting governmental history stories 
– Overview of purpose of budgeting 
– Budget messages and policies 
– Budget drivers 
– Budget tips 
– Other? 

History 

•  Lord of Exchequer- it’s his fault 
•  Stages 

– 1920-1935 –developed measure for control 
over public expenditures 

– 1935- 1960-New Deal and performance 
budgeting 

– 1960- present- attempting to link strategic 
planning to a multi-purpose budget system 

Overview of Purpose 

•  Fiscal control 
– Expenditures for various programs are viewed 

in monetary terms 
•  Under this approach- “object of expenditures” 

supported 

•  Work efficiency 
– Expenditures for various programs are viewed 

in terms of work-cost measurements 
•  Performance budgeting 
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Overview of Purpose 

•  Support your Strategic Plan 
•  “Every action has an equal and opposite___ ? 

•  Your budget should be: 
– Policy document 
– Financial plan 
– Operations guide 
– Communications device 
So let’s get into the tips that you can use! 

Where Do We start? 

•  Look at most current budget (using City of 
Golden as an example) 
–  Introduction and overview 

•  Strategic goals and strategies  
•  Organizational and economic factors influencing 

decisions  
 

Other Important Factors 

– Fund descriptions   
•  What are they and why do we use them? 
•  What are the relationships to the departments? 

– What is the budget process?   
– What is the “Basis of Budgeting”?   

•  Line item? Classification? Departmental? 

What Are The Revenue Drivers? 

What are The Drivers? 

•  Revenue 
– Taxes: Sales tax?/Property tax?/Use tax? 

•  Trends in brick and mortar: manuf/ATMs 
•  Trends in retail sales tax: Blockbuster vs. Netflix 

– Licenses and permits: Liquor? Building? 
– Charges for service: Trash? Utility?  

•  What drives their variability? 
•  Where are we vulnerable? 
•  What can we increase if necessary? (Tabor?) 
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What Are The Cost Drivers? What are The Drivers? 
(continued) 

•  Operating Costs 
– Payroll and benefit increases (health) 
– Web based services vs. people based  
– More services online 

•  Network costs 
•  Technical expertise 

– Capital Costs 
•  LT debt 
•  Trends-fewer people/fewer buildings 

Ask questions! 

•  How healthy are our cash reserves? 
•  What program(s) no longer fit within our 

strategic plan? 
•  Are there green/sustainability programs 

with no or low long term ROI? 
•  What have we set aside for future growth/

capital needs and upgrades? 

  

 

 OTHER QUESTIONS TO ASK! 

Did We Follow Proper Process? 
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Proper Distributions Between 
Funds? 

   

Can We Find Efficiencies? 

   

Be Patient..It Takes Time 
Part 2 

Tips for reviewing CAFRs 
  
 

Catrina Asher, CPA, CPFO 
Financial Compliance Manager 

Boulder County 

A few things to know about CAFRs 

1.  Driven by regulation 
2.  Factual explanations, not opinions 
3.  It’s comprehensive (what does that 

mean?) 



6/12/15 

6 

Reviewing a CAFR 
Where to start? 

 
Management’s Discussion & Analysis 

 
-  Includes highlights and summaries 
-  Explains major changes 
-  Provides comparison to prior year 

Reviewing a CAFR 
The General Fund 
It’s the source of many questions,  

so know where to find the answers! 

What you’ll find 
-  What did we spend our 

money on? 
-  What is our fund balance, 

and did it go up or down? 
-  How much revenue did 

we bring in from taxes, 
other governments, etc.? 

 

What you won’t find 
-  Capital assets 
-  Long term obligations  

The General Fund - Balance Sheet 

 
 

The General Fund - SORE 

 
 

Know where to find more 
information 

 
Statistical Section - Historic data and trends 
Combining Fund Statements – information 
at the fund level 
CGFOA Fundamentals of Accounting 
Course – FREE for Elected Officials 
Anything else – ask your finance team! 
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Questions? 


