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DeSantis Financial Recovery Plan 
 
For too long, the City of Pittsburgh has been spending beyond its means.  Our leaders 
have lacked the courage and the fiscal discipline needed to put our City on sound 
financial footing.  Time and again they have mortgaged our future to pay their bills, and 
now we face the prospect of bankruptcy unless we have profound change. 
 
Faced with that challenge, on September 21 Mr. Ravenstahl proposed a 5-year spending 
plan that calls for more of the same.  Amazingly, in spite of the dark financial clouds on 
our City’s horizon, he is seeking a more than $50 million increase in spending over five 
years.  
 
Earlier this year, Mr. Ravenstahl acknowledged that he was dissatisfied with the 
performance of his administration.  In calling for the resignation of 11 city department 
directors, he admitted that our city government was ineffective and inefficient.  However, 
in the end he failed to take any specific action to improve that performance. Now, he has 
put forward a spending plan that guarantees bankruptcy for our city. 
 
As Mayor, I will reopen the 5-year spending plan he recently proposed. His plan does 
nothing to reduce the size and cost of City government.  His plan ignores the enormous 
unfunded pension liabilities and the mountain of debt facing the City.  Finally, his plan 
maintains the enormous tax burden on city residents and businesses, assuring that we will 
never reverse the decades-long decline in the City’s population. 
 
We need profound change in the way the City is managed.  Our City needs to do more 
with less.  I will implement a 6-point plan that replaces runaway spending with fiscal 
restraint and will dramatically alter the course of our City’s future. 
 
1.    Annual 1% Reductions in Spending 
 
At the heart of my 6-point plan is a modest 1% annual reduction in City spending for 
each of the next five years.  This may not seem like much.  But when compared with the 
5-year spending targets proposed by Mr. Ravenstahl, you can see that the savings to the 
City’s taxpayers are dramatic indeed. 
 
        
Year Projected Expenditures w/ 1% Annual Cumulative 
  Expenditures    Annual Reduction Savings Savings 

2007 $419,454  $419,454 n/a n/a 
2008 $423,755  $415,259 $8,496  $8,496 
2009 $435,491  $411,107 $24,384  $32,880 
2010 $442,446  $406,996 $35,450  $68,330 
2011 $455,905  $402,926 $52,979  $121,309 
2012 $470,549  $398,897 $71,652  $192,961 

*All figures are in the thousands. 
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Over a five-year period, as Mayor I will spend nearly $193 million less than the City is 
projected to spend right now.  In addition, under my plan by the year 2012, the City will 
be spending $71 million a year less than is currently planned.  This discipline will help 
Pittsburgh solve its own financial problems and, over the long-term, will enable our City 
to begin to attract business and population once again.  
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After reducing the cost of City government through my 5-year spending plan, it is 
imperative that we make sure future administrations not abandon this fiscal discipline.  
To accomplish that, I will also seek to ensure the long-term financial health of the City by 
amending the Home Rule Charter to include a spending cap.   
 
Under this cap City spending could not grow more than the annual increase in the 
Consumer Price Index for the Pittsburgh region, plus/minus the percentage change in 
Pittsburgh’s population.  In the last decade, the average change in the CPI in Pittsburgh 
was about 2.2% and the average annual population loss was about 1%.  Using these 
numbers as an example, City spending growth would be limited to slightly more than 1% 
a year. 
 
This spending cap will ensure that the fiscal discipline put in place by a DeSantis 
Administration is continued by my successors.  A spending cap in the Home Rule Charter 
will guarantee that Pittsburgh never again gets into this financial mess.   
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2.    Government Will Do More With Less 
 
In order to accomplish this historic level of fiscal discipline, City government will need 
to do more with less.  We need to make our government leaner and more efficient.  Every 
department and office of City government will have to be creative and aggressive in 
identifying potential areas for savings.   
 
I will bring a new culture to City government, where every city employee is rewarded for 
finding innovative new ways to do more with less.  That culture will be instilled 
throughout City government, and the leadership for that change will come from the top.  
Successful similar efforts have been undertaken in cities like Indianapolis and New York, 
and there are countless other examples of innovative cities that have done more with less. 
 
My efforts to do more with less will start in the Mayor’s office.  As of my first day in 
office, I will have half the staff and spend half the money as the current Mayor.  As 
Mayor, I cannot ask my department heads and all the hard-working employees of the City 
to tighten their belts, if I am not willing to take the lead.  This step alone will save 
Pittsburgh’s taxpayers over $500,000 a year. 
 
When it comes to my plans for reducing the size and cost of City government, there is 
one thing that I want to make perfectly clear.  I will not fix the City’s financial mess on 
the backs of our dedicated City workforce.  There will be no layoffs while I am Mayor.  I 
want our City workers to know that we are all in this together, and together we will turn 
our City around. 
 
While there will be no layoffs, City government does need to get leaner.  I will reduce the 
size of City government through attrition.  I will implement an across-the-board hiring 
freeze for all non-essential City personnel.   
 
According to the 2007 City Budget, there are approximately 3,300 employees with a total 
compensation (salary, premium pay and fringe benefits) of $250 million.  Assuming an 
annual attrition rate of 2%, a hiring freeze will reduce the city payroll by about 66 
employees after one year, saving the city about $5 million a year.   
 
In addition to making our government leaner, we must always be on the lookout for 
wasteful spending practices that are a direct result of the poor management the City has 
had at the top.  One such example can be seen in the astounding sums the City spends on 
workers compensation, overtime and other premium pay.   
 
According to the 2007 City Budget, the City spends more than $25 million a year in 
workers compensation costs and more than $20 million in overtime and other premium 
pay.  These costs are by far one of the highest per capita in the nation and are both 
unacceptable and cannot continue if Pittsburgh is ever going to solve its financial 
problems.   
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In my first two years as Mayor, I will take actions that reduce these expenses in half, 
saving the City more than $23 million a year.  The same amount of money, 
incidentally, that I previously pledged to add to the City’s pension plans. 
 
3.     Consolidation of City/County Services 
 
As City government looks for ways to do more with less, we also need to explore all 
potential areas of consolidation with Allegheny County. 
 
There has been much discussion recently about the idea of City-County consolidation.  A 
commission, led by University of Pittsburgh Chancellor Mark Nordenberg, has been 
empanelled to study the merits of a political consolidation of the City and the County, 
similar to the model used in Louisville. 
 
I support the concept of consolidation, but I believe that it needs to be a two-step process.  
First, we need to take a hard look at all the duplicate functions currently performed by 
both the City and the County.  It is imperative that we consolidate those functions as 
quickly as possible.   
 
I would propose that, wherever feasible, the City contract with the County to provide 
many duplicate services for both City and County residents.  It makes absolutely no sense 
for the City and County to both maintain their own Law, Information Technology, Parks 
and many other Departments.  I would aggressively pursue the policy of contracting with 
the County to perform such duplicate functions as: 
 

• Facilities Management 
• Facilities Maintenance   
• Information Technology 
• Law   
• Parks & Recreation   
• Purchasing   
• Tax Collection 

 
These departments should be part of the first phase of functional City-County 
consolidation.  We need to quickly merge these functions, in order to realize the full 
scope of potential savings.  The consolidation of these, and many other, duplicate 
functions would conservatively save the City taxpayers $10 million a year, when 
fully implemented.   
 
Though there has been a city-county joint purchasing agreement for sometime, the scale 
and focus remains no where near the level necessary to provide a meaningful benefit to 
taxpayers. According to an analysis of the Pennsylvania Economy League, “a sustained 
joint purchasing effort could save the City and County between $9 and $15 million 
annually within three years.”  With potential savings like that, we need to act now to 
merge such City and County functions. 
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Once we have successfully merged duplicate City functions with the County and once we 
have taken the necessary steps to resolve our enormous pension and debt liability issues, 
only then can we begin the process of a full political consolidation of the City and the 
County, along the lines of the Louisville model.   
 
However, the City must first get its own fiscal house in order.  Without that, there is little 
hope that County voters will choose to cast their lot with the City of Pittsburgh.  
Therefore, I believe it is essential to quickly consolidate duplicate City-County functions, 
in order to lay the groundwork for a full political consolidation in the future. 
 
 
4.    Auction City-Owned Real Estate 
 
According to a 2003 study of City-Owned properties, at that time the City owned over 
9,000 parcels valued at $657 million.  The study determined that City-Owned properties 
not being used in the provision of government services were valued at $88 million in 
2003. 
 
In my administration, I intend to immediately begin to auction off all properties that are 
not being used to provide government services.  The auctions will be strategically 
scheduled over a two-year period, so as to not create a glut of properties on the market at 
any one time.    
 
Conservatively assuming that an auction of the properties identified in the study would 
only generate 85% of their 2003 market value, the City would receive $75 million for 
these parcels.  I would dedicate all those proceeds to debt reduction and the pension 
fund, divided evenly. 
 
In addition to the proceeds of these sales, once all these properties are back on the tax 
rolls, the City will receive an additional $810,000 per year in tax revenues. 
 
 
5.    Reduce Pension & Debt Liabilities 
 
Along with the addition to the pension fund mentioned above, I previously committed to 
dedicate all funds generated from gaming revenues and non-profit contributions directly 
to the pension fund.  This contribution is in addition to the funding for pensions contained 
in the current City Budget, and will generate an additional estimated $23 million a year to 
help fund the pensions of our City workers and retirees. 
 
Also, I have indicated that any new City employees should be placed in a defined 
contribution plan, similar to most businesses and many governments across the country.  
We cannot continue to add new employees, and new liabilities, to our existing pension 
plans, nor can we ask new employees to make changes that we ourselves are not willing 
to make.   
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As Mayor, I will not take a pension, and I will be the first new employee to participate in 
the defined contribution plan.  All of my staff and my department directors will also 
participate in the defined contribution plan, not in the City pension plan.  If my opponent 
is serious about fixing the fiscal crisis in the City and saving the retirement benefits of 
our city workers, retirees and their families, he should be willing to make these same 
changes -- and I challenge him to do so. 
 
In order to have a fiscally sound City government, we must maintain a healthy fund 
balance.  This is critical if the City is to improve its bond ratings.  I pledge that I will 
maintain a fund balance of at least $100 million, or about 24% of my planned 2008 
expenditures.  According to Mr. Ravenstahl’s proposed 5-year plan, the City’s fund 
balance will decline to $57.3 million (or 12.2% of expenditures) in 2012, which is an 
unacceptably low number. 
 
During my 5-year plan, I will dedicate any excess fund balance above the targeted $100 
million level, distributed equally, to the pension fund and to pay down our enormous debt 
burden.  As you can see in the chart below, this plan will make available an additional 
total of $128.9 million over the next five years to pay down the debt and fund our 
pensions.  Taking these steps will allow Pittsburgh to solve its own pension and debt 
problems. 
 

Year 
2007 
Projected 

2008 
Budget 

2009 
Budget 

2010 
Budget 

2011 
Budget 

2012 
Budget 

Total Revenues $437,620 $436,826 $454,970 $448,416  $443,630 $441,499 
Total Expenditures $419,454 $415,259 $411,107 $406,996  $402,926 $398,897 
Operating Result $18,165 $21,567 $43,863 $41,420  $40,704 $42,602 
Beginning Fund 
Balance $80,574 $98,739 $100,000 $100,000  $100,000 $100,000 
Capital Budget 
Funding $0 $15,000 $15,000 $10,000  $10,000 $10,000 
Ending Fund Balance $98,739 $105,306 $128,863 $131,420  $130,704 $132,602 
Desired Fund Balance n/a $100,000 $100,000 $100,000  $100,000 $100,000 
Excess Fund Balance  $5,306 $28,863 $31,420  $30,704 $32,602 

*All figures are in thousands 
 
 
 
6.    Reduce City Tax Rates to Grow Population 
 
Once we have made significant progress in addressing our enormous pension and debt 
challenges, it is imperative that the City of Pittsburgh take serious steps to begin 
attracting more people and businesses here.  To accomplish that, we must reduce the huge 
tax burden that is placed on businesses and residents by the City. 
 
Earlier, I announced a plan to immediately eliminate the gross receipts tax and payroll 
preparation tax on all new businesses in their first three years.  This small step will have 
little effect on our budget, but a dramatic effect on the growth of small business in our 
City.   
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While this is an important first step, we need to begin the process of reducing the tax 
burden on all of our residents and businesses, if we are going to grow our City once 
again.  Beginning in the fourth year of my plan, I intend to start reducing the property tax, 
the wage tax and the payroll preparation tax.   
 
In each of years four and five of my plan, I will reduce those three taxes by 3% each per 
year.  As a result in 2011, I am proposing a total tax cut of $7.2 million when compared 
to current City projections.  For 2012, my plan calls for tax cuts of $14.2 million for 
homeowners, wage earners and job creators. 
 
I intend to continue my tax reduction efforts going forward, as the City’s finances permit.  
While I believe in the long-run that reducing these tax rates will stimulate growth in total 
tax revenues, I am being conservative in my estimates and projecting a dollar for dollar 
reduction in revenues in 2011 and 2012 as a result of these tax cuts. 
 
In the future, I am convinced that continuing to lower these tax rates will attract more 
people to live and work in the City.  In the long-run that is the only way for our City to 
achieve financial stability. 
 
Summary 
 
The measures I’ve detailed in my 6-point Financial Recovery Plan are difficult, but 
necessary, steps to put the City of Pittsburgh on the road to financial stability.  Solving 
our City’s financial problems will require something that is sorely lacking in our 
government – leadership.   
 
My plan restores fiscal sanity to City government for the first time in decades.  Through a 
program of modest 1% annual spending reductions, the City will realize $193 million in 
savings over five years.  Savings that will allow us to pay our debts and fund our 
pensions.   
 
For cynics who argue that City government is as lean and efficient as it can be, I pointed 
out some of the “low-hanging fruit” that will generate substantial savings, if only we had 
leadership willing to grab it.  As you can see below, there are several areas where 
significant savings can be achieved in 1-2 years. 
 

Selling City-Owned Property                $810,000  (new revenue) 
Cut Mayor’s Budget in Half     $500,000 
Lower Payroll by Attrition  $5,000,000 
Reduce Overtime Costs           $12,500,000 
Control Workers Compensation       $10,500,000 
Merge City/County Functions          $10,000,000
Total Savings                        $39,310,000 

 
By instilling this kind of financial discipline in the culture of our City government, we 
will be able to find the efficiencies and savings needed to fulfill our pension and debt 
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obligations.  In addition, once we have stabilized our finances, this new culture will allow 
us to accomplish so much more. 
 
For our City to achieve lasting financial stability, it is imperative that we reduce the 
enormous tax burden placed on our City’s residents and businesses.  We need to create an 
environment that will encourage people to live and start businesses here.   
 
As then Philadelphia Mayor Ed Rendell said in his 1997 budget address,  
 

“Let me be absolutely clear about this.  These tax reductions are one of the 
highest priorities of my second term.  If we are to have any chance of permanently 
reversing the decades-long trend of losing residents and business, we have to 
continue to implement these incremental cuts…Improved services are critical, but 
they are not enough.  Investing in our infrastructure is essential, but it is not 
enough…We must cut the tax burden that chokes our residents, our workers and 
our businesses.” 
 

What was true for Philadelphia a decade ago is at least as true for Pittsburgh today.  We 
cannot continue down the failed path of the past.  We must take a new direction.  Only 
through profound change will Pittsburgh have the bright future it deserves. 
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