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KEY POINTS:

« Over the last decade, major Montana local governments have
grown their budgets faster than population growth plus inflation,
burdening taxpayers with millions in excessive spending .

« The FY 2024 Real Local Budgets demonstrate the need for
government spending restraint and an improved budget process to

protect taxpayers.

 City and county officials should focus on holding the growth of
expenditures to less than population growth plus inflation to ensure
that the cost of government stays within the bounds of the average

taxpayers’ ability to pay for it.

The Need for Fiscal
Spending Limits

The growth of the economy, as
measured by Montana’s population
growth plus inflation, provides a
measuring stick for fiscal responsibility
by accounting for potential changes in
economic conditions indicating the
demand for government services and
the cost of providing them. This
benchmark also helps account for more
people and higher wages, which,
combined, provide resources for the
average taxpayers’ ability to pay to fund
government expenditures.”

Montana leaders have pointed to the growth
of population growth plus inflation as the
fairest measure for government growth.?

Excessive Spending
Burdens Taxpayers

Montana’s Constitution requires that all
local governments balance their budgets.
County and city budgets are paid for
primarily by taxpayers through a
combination of fees, assessments, and
property taxation. Excessive spending that
grows beyond the rate of economic
growth, as measured by population growth
plus inflation, requires governments to
raise additional revenues resulting in a
higher tax burden.

1 https://www.vanceginn.com/letpeopleprosper/responsible-state-budgets-across-the-us

2 https://montanafreepress.org/2020/12/18/has-the-state-budget-grown-too-fast/
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The FY 2024 Real Local Budgets

Frontier Institute partnered with economist Vance Ginn to put together an analysis of
budgets for Montana's six most populous Counties and Cities compared to the metric
of population growth plus inflation over the last decade.

The table below shows the overall growth of spending in each county and city budget
compared with population growth plus inflation from fiscal year 2014-2023.

According to Federal Reserve Economic Data, the combined growth rate of Montana's
population plus inflation for the last decade is 44.25%. The average county budget
increase is 25-percentage points over population growth plus inflation, while the
average city budget increase is 57-percentage points over.

Tracking Trends: FY 2014-23

Budget SpendingIncrease Over

Growth Pop +Inflation (+/-)
City '
Kalispell 148.1% 103.9%
Bozeman 142.9% 98.6%
Missoula 126.1% 81.8%
Billings 94.0% 49.7%
Helena 75.5% 31.3%
Great Falls 22.5% -21.7%
County
Gallatin 107.1% 62.8%
Missoula 81.9% 37.6%
Yellowstone 67.0% 22.8%
Cascade 59.8% 15.5%
Lewis & Clark 56.0% 11.7%
Flathead 44.1% -0.2%_
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Helena & Lewis & Clark County

Figures 1 and 2 show how taxpayers are
footing the bill for a combined $29 million
more in spending during FY 2023 than if

Figures 3 and 4 show the average annual
budget growth for Helena and Lewis & Clark
County.

Helena and Lewis & Clark County had
increased their budgets each period since FY
2014 by this key metric.

Lewis & Clark County’s average annual budget
growth has accelerated since 2019:

Since FY 2014, Lewis & Clark County’s
budget has grown 8.12% faster than the
growth of the economy, as measured by
population growth plus inflation:

FIGURE 3: LEWIS AND CLARK COUNTY'S BUDGET
GROWTH HAS ACCELERATED

w Budgeted Expenditures
m Population Growth Plus Inflation
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growth has slowed since 2019:

Since FY 2014, the City of Helena’s budget
has grown 21.31% faster than the growth of
the economy, as measured by population
growth plus inflation:

FIGURE 4: HELENA'S BUDGET GROWTH HAS
ACCELERATED
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Billings & Yellowstone County

Figures 5 and 6 show how taxpayers are
footing the bill for a combined $150.85
million more in spending during FY 2023 than
if Billings and Yellowstone County had
increased their budgets each period since FY
2014 by this key metric.

Since

FY 2014, Yellowstone County’s budget

has grown 15.78% faster than the growth of
the economy, as measured by population
growth plus inflation:
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Since FY 2014, the Billings' budget has grown
faster than the growth of the
economy, as measured by population growth
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FIGURE 5: YELLOWSTONE COUNTY'S BUDGET
EXCEEDS POPULATION GROWTH + INFLATION
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FIGURE 6: THE CITY OF BILLINGS' BUDGET
EXCEEDS POPULATION GROWTH + INFLATION
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Figures 7 and 8 show the average annual
budget growth for Billings and Yellowstone

County.

Yellowstone County’s average annual budget

growth has slowed since 2019:

FIGURE 7: YELLOWSTONE COUNTY'S BUDGET
GROWTH HAS ACCELERATED
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m Population Growth Plus Inflation

6.20% 6.04%

5.59%

2014-18 2019-23

Data from State of Montana State Financial Services Division: (https://svc.mt.gov/doa/Igs/publicinfo/allbudgets)

The City of Billings' average annual budget

growth has accelerated since 2019:

FIGURE 8: THE CITY OF BILLINGS' BUDGET
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Great Falls & Cascade County

Figures 9 and 10 show how taxpayers were
protected with a combined $17 million in less
spending during FY 2023 because Great Falls
and Cascade County have kept spending
mostly in line with population growth plus
inflation.

Since FY 2014, Cascade County’s budget has
grown 10.76% faster than the growth of the
economy, as measured by population growth
plus inflation:

FIGURE 9: CASCADE COUNTY'S BUDGET EXCEEDS
POPULATION GROWTH + INFLATION
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Since FY 2014, the City of Great Falls' budget
has grown 15.06% slower than the growth of
the economy, as measured by population
growth plus inflation:

FIGURE 10: GREAT FALLS' BUDGET DOES NOT
EXCEED POPULATION GROWTH + INFLATION
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Figures 11 and 12 show the average annual
budget growth for Great Falls and Cascade
County.

Cascade County’s average annual budget
growth has slowed since 2019:

FIGURE 11: CASCADE COUNTY'S BUDGET
GROWTH HAS ACCELERATED
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The City of Great Falls' average annual
budget growth has accelerated since 2019,
but remains below population growth plus
inflation:

FIGURE 12: GREAT FALLS' BUDGET GROWTH HAS
ACCELERATED
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Kalispell § Flathead County

Figures 13 and 14 show how taxpayers are
footing the bill for a combined $48.2 million
more in spending during FY 2023 than if
Kalispell and Flathead County had increased
their budgets each period since FY 2014 by
this key metric.

Since FY 2014, Flathead County’s budget has
grown .12% slower than the growth of the
economy as measured by population growth
plus inflation:

FIGURE 13: FLATHEAD COUNTY'S BUDGET DOES
NOT EXCEED POPULATION GROWTH + INFLATION
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Since FY 2014, the City of Kalispell's budget
has grown 72% faster than the growth of the
economy, as measured by population growth
plus inflation:

FIGURE 14: KALISPELL'S BUDGET EXCEEDS
POPULATION GROWTH + INFLATION
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Figures 15 and 16 show the average annual
budget growth for Kalispell and Flathead
County.

Flathead County’s average annual budget
growth has accelerated since 2019:

FIGURE 15: FLATHEAD COUNTY'S BUDGET
GROWTH HAS ACCELERATED
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The City of Kalispell's average annual budget
growth has slowed since 2019:

FIGURE 16: KALISPELL'S BUDGET GROWTH HAS
SLOWED SINCE 2019
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Bozeman § Gallatin County

Figures 17 and 18 show how taxpayers are
footing the bill for a combined $146 million
more in spending during FY 2023 than if
Bozeman and Gallatin County had increased
their budgets each period since FY 2014 by
this key metric.

Since FY 2014, Gallatin County’s budget has
grown 41.28% faster than the growth of the
economy as measured by population growth
plus inflation:

FIGURE 17: GALLATIN COUNTY'S BUDGET
EXCEEDS POPULATION GROWTH + INFLATION
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Since FY 2014, the City of Bozeman's budget
has grown 68.4% faster than the growth of
the economy, as measured by population
growth plus inflation:

FIGURE 18: BOZEMAN'S BUDGET EXCEEDS
POPULATION GROWTH + INFLATION

——Budgeted Expenditures
$230 —=—Budget Following Population Growth Plus Inflation

$210 $205

$190 $183

$170
2
k5 $150
= $130 $1
= 108

$110 G $105 $99

$90 g5 B
i $75_ - 5;; - _s;s $80 $83 $85

$50

‘____,___._——s" $102

$87

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Data from State of Montana State Financial Services Division: (https://svc.mt.gov/doa/lgs/publicinfo/allbudgets)

]
" 8109

Figures 19 and 20 show the average annual
budget growth for Bozeman and Gallatin
County.

Gallatin County’s average annual
growth has accelerated since 2019:

budget

FIGURE 19: GALLATIN COUNTY'S BUDGET
GROWTH HAS ACCELERATED
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The City of Bozeman's average annual budget
growth has accelerated since 2019:

FIGURE 20: BOZEMAN'S BUDGET GROWTH HAS
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Missoula &§ Missoula County

Figures 21 and 22 show how taxpayers are
footing the bill for a combined $140.8 million
more in spending during FY 2023 than if
Missoula and Missoula County had increased
their budgets each period since FY 2014 by
this key metric.

Since FY 2014, Missoula County’s budget has
grown 26.07% faster than the growth of the
economy as measured by population growth
plus inflation:

FIGURE 21: MISSOULA COUNTY'S BUDGET
EXCEEDS POPULATION GROWTH + INFLATION
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Since FY 2014, the City of Missoula's budget
has grown 56.72% faster than the growth of
the economy, as measured by population
growth plus inflation:
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FIGURE 22: MISSOULA'S BUDGET EXCEEDS
POPULATION GROWTH + INFLATION
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Figures 23 and 24 show the average annual
budget growth for Missoula and Missoula

County.

Missoula County’s average annual budget

growth has slowed since 2019:

FIGURE 23: MISSOULA COUNTY'S BUDGET
GROWTH HAS SLOWED SINCE 2019

w Budgeted Expenditures
m Population Growth Plus Inflation

8.40%

6.25%
5.59%

2.43%

201418

Data from State of Montana State Financial Services Division: (https: mt.

2019-23

The City of Missoula's average annual budget

growth has accelerated since 2019:

FIGURE 24: MISSOULA'S BUDGET GROWTH HAS

ACCELERATED
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Conclusion

Many major local government budgets have grown faster than taxpayers' ability to pay
for it over the last 10 years. Limiting local governments' budget growth, and even
reducing it as many families have done with their budgets when faced with rising costs,
will provide more opportunities to provide tax relief. Local government officials should
focus on holding the growth of budgeted expenditures to less than population growth
plus inflation to ensure that the cost of government stays within the bounds of the

average taxpayers’ ability to pay for it.
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