
September 25, 2017 
 

Carol Becker 
3201 48th Ave S 
Minneapolis, MN 55406 
 
 
Barry Clegg, Chair,  
Minneapolis Charter Commission 
350 S 5th St,  
Minneapolis, MN 55415 
 
 
Dear Commissioner Clegg: 
 
 
I am writing you regarding my request to place a charter amendment on the ballot to require the 
Mayor produce a detailed budget by August 15th of each year. 
 
The Minneapolis Charter currently requires:  
 

Recommended budget. By August 15, the Mayor must recommend to the City Council 
and to the Board of Estimate and Taxation a budget, which must— 
 
(A) include a message outlining the budget's significant features; 
(B) estimate the revenue, expenses, and budgetary needs for each board, commission, 
department, and officer; 
(C) recommend any capital improvements for the next five fiscal years; 
(D) summarize all taxes applicable to property in the City and their effect; and 
(E) recommend any necessary or prudent legislation or other action affecting the City's 
finances. 

 
On August 15th, Mayor Betsy Hodges produced an 8-page document that contained her budget 
speech and seven tables of numbers.  She said that this fulfilled this requirement of the City 
Charter.  Over the last 30 years, the Mayor’s budget has been over 100 pages long, expanding in 
size with the rise of personal computers to typically being over an inch thick.  The Mayor’s budget 
has included detailed schedules on the revenue, expenses and budgetary needs for each board, 
commission, department and officer.  It also traditionally included a list of capital improvements 
for the next five years, not just a summary of categories of capital improvements. Often it required 
a large three ring binder or spiral binding.  For example, Mayor Hodge’s 2017 budget was an inch 
thick. 
 
I took the question of whether these seven summary tables and speech fulfilled the Charter 
requirements of a “budget” to the District Court.  In this case, the judge found that what the Mayor 
produced met the “bare minimum” of the Charter. (the judge’s language) But the judge went on 
at some length to note that just because it is legal, does not mean it is good public policy.  She was 
very explicit that this process does not provide adequate citizen input despite being legal.   
 
The budget is the most important policy decision made by the City Council and Mayor.  It defines 
what our government will be and what services citizens will and will not get.  It is a contract among 
its citizens, its elected officials and its public servants. It determines winners and losers in our 



community.  It sets an acceptable level of coercion in our society through taxation.  It is the single 
most important statement of public policy adopted by our government.   
 
Because of this, it is important that we have robust and thorough debate about the budget before 
its adoption.  The individuals that created the Charter language set August 15th as the date for the 
release of the Mayor’s budget because the State requires that the maximum property tax levy be 
set by September 30th.  This gives citizens six weeks to get the budget, read it, ask questions, 
organize with their neighbors, get time off work and come to public hearings or otherwise contact 
their elected officials.  The property tax makes up about ¼ of the total city budget and represents 
the most contentious funding because it can be used for any purpose, although often property 
taxes can be swapped for these more restrictive funds, which is why it is necessary to have the full 
budget and not just the property-tax supported budget. The September 30th date is important 
because the maximum property tax levy is used to create the Truth in Taxation statements that 
are mailed out to each individual property owner in November.  These statements show each 
property owner how their taxes may go up in the following year. It also provides dates and times 
for public hearings for property owners to talk to elected officials about their tax levels and 
concerns about the budget.  This is a keystone in the democratic processes for citizens to have 
input into the functioning of their government.   
 
The Mayor argued that her seven tables and speech constituted everything required by the City 
Charter but she did release a full budget on September 12th this year, one day before the public 
hearing by the Board of Estimate on the maximum property tax levy. This was the typical inch-
thick document with detailed schedules on departmental spending and how departments are 
funded, staffing changes and a list of capital projects.  It should be noted that the Mayor argued 
before the judge (and the judge accepted the argument) that that any such largess of information 
was at the discretion of the Mayor and not required by the Charter.  The Charter does not require 
the Mayor produce ANYTHING beyond her seven tables.   
 
The result is that citizens have little information on what is in the budget.  The seven tables do not 
give enough information on how much money is being spent on affordable housing or bike lanes, 
or police patrols or anything in detail.  The Mayor may have included funding to double her office 
staff but there is not enough detail to know. The full budget would never have to be disclosed until 
December when the City Council votes on it. This is not creates a chilling effect on citizen 
participation, it creates an opening for substantial shenanigans with the budget.  We open 
ourselves to games with information for what is the most important decision made by 
Minneapolis elected officials.   
  
Staff from the Mayor’s Office have argued that this is acceptable because Mayors in the past did 
not provide this information by August 15th. I went to the Minneapolis public library and 
documented Minneapolis Mayor’s budgets back to 1973.  This is not true.  There were two times 
that Mayor Rybak did not complete the budget, once with the 35W bridge collapse and a second 
when the State of Minnesota shut down.  There was one delay previously with Mayor Hodges.  
Excluding those dates, every mayor provided in-depth information about the budget by August 
15th except for one year when Mayor Fraser did not complete the budget until August 19th.   
 
There is also no precedent that the mayor’s budget is only seven tables scattered in an eight-page 
speech.  Every mayor produced substantial documents of at least 100 pages and most being much 
larger.  Most are 1” thick documents that are either spiral bound or in a large three-ring binder.  
Staff from Mayor Hodges office claimed otherwise so I went to the Minneapolis Public Library 
and took pictures of budget books back to Charlie Stenvig. To avoid a “he said, she said” situation, 



I have attached a PowerPoint of pictures of those budget books for anyone who doubts the veracity 
of these statements.   
 
One thing that does vary is with the rise of computers, the amount of information that is possible 
to produce increases. When the Charter Commission considered updating the language of the 
Charter, it probably did not consider the information revolution that we are in.  Even if it were 
acceptable 100 years ago to produce a tiny amount of information and meet the requirements of 
the Charter, computers mean that we should update the Charter for today’s technology.   
 
I look forward to discussing these issues with the Commission.   
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Carol Becker 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


