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CHAMBER SUPPORTS CITY OF WINDSOR’S IMPROVED BUDGET PROCESS AND CALLS FOR CONTINUED ACCOUNTABILITY

As a key stakeholder that represents the interests of our business community, the Windsor and District Chamber of Commerce is pleased and supportive of Windsor City Council’s more aggressive approach in establishing the 2005 budget. We are aware that this is well in advance of previous schedules and thank our elected officials for their diligence.

City Council has demonstrated greater accountability in taking control over the budget process and maintaining public trust and integrity.  Debt reduction, municipal spending restraints and long term capital plans must remain key priorities to avoid the continuation of tax increases, help business be more competitive and foster ongoing growth of jobs and investment in the Windsor area.  

On October 26, 2004 the Windsor & District Chamber of Commerce submitted its recommendations for the 2005 City of Windsor Budget.  While the Chamber acknowledges the improvements in the budgetary process, we continue to stress the need for greater financial transparency, accountability and control by the City. 

We applaud the Zero Based Budget process, a cost control tool adopted for the 2005 Budget.  As well we support the City’s strategic plan which includes establishing overall financial priorities, debt reduction (e.g. $10 million per year), improving the City’s bond rating and cost containment. 

However, with the budget planning process well underway and scheduled for completion by the end of 2004, the Chamber has concerns about the lack of transparency in financial reporting.  Such is evident in the absence of a financial package for Budget stakeholders and City Council before the October 26th meeting and the failure to release the 2003 audited financial statements in a timely manner.  

The budget planning process should involve a detailed and meaningful review of the prior and current year financial data in order to make good financial decisions and recommendations during budget deliberations.  

The Chamber supports the 5-year capital planning process established by Council.  With the appointment of a Capital Budget Committee, the Chamber urges a thorough and systematic examination of the 2004 plan to identify and set priorities, measure and track expenditures over the long term and ensure the achievement of shared objectives by all stakeholders.  

The PriceWaterhouseCoopers (PWC) Control and Procedures Review of the Financial Services Function of the Corporate Services Department (July 2003) reported that financial controls were in place but not adequately documented at the City of Windsor and made specific recommendations to improve the control environment.  

With emphasis on budget monitoring and financial reporting, the Chamber supports the implementation of such recommendations in order to specifically address accountability and the implementation of performance measures.  The Chamber will be watching closely for the results of the implementation efforts in 2005.   

In establishing an economically healthy property tax burden for each class of property, the Chamber has long advocated for fiscal responsibility and prudence in allocating City Budget resources funded by the taxpayers, as well as the need to address systemic problems and inequities in the property tax system.  As in the past, we recommend that the City reduce the City tax rate to mitigate the sharp rise in property taxes from changes in property assessments. The stated intention of property value reassessments is not to increase the amount of money the City has available for budgetary expenditures. 

In August 2004, the Chamber supported the rise in the City of Windsor’s development charges which signified a move toward aligning funding for growth related expenditures for capital projects, thereby relieving pressure on the existing property tax base.  

The Chamber raised the issue of new “hidden taxes” charged by way of additional utility fees, which are currently concealed in the City of Windsor budgets. The additional fees are paid by the same taxpayers, and addressing them in the budget in a transparent way seems fair to everyone.

The Chamber looks forward to reviewing this year’s recommended operating and capital budgets and to working with the City in a timely and practical manner to ensure commitment to achieving common objectives. 
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