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Introduction

In October 2023, the Multnomah County Budget Process Audit recommended that the County
explore the feasibility of transitioning from an annual to a biennial budget cycle. The Auditor’s
recommendation stems from a desire to increase efficiency, enhance public engagement in the
budget process, and improve the budget-to-actuals expenditure reports that inform budget
development. In response to that audit, this report discusses the most commonly cited
advantages and disadvantages of biennial budgeting based on a review of the literature. The
report also includes case studies of five local governments that currently use variations of
biennial budgeting.

In weighing the merits of biennial budgeting, there are several key questions to consider:
● Would a biennial budget meaningfully reduce the amount of time that County employees

spend on budget development? If so, could that time savings be leveraged to make
County operations more efficient?

● Would it improve public engagement with the budget process?
● Would it improve the transparency of spending and policy decisions?
● Would it help Multnomah County align more effectively with state and federal grant

funding timelines?

Please note that this report does not attempt to definitively answer these questions; rather, it
aims to provide context for further consideration. Additional research is needed to explore how
Multnomah County could effectively implement a biennial budget based on the County’s unique
environment and characteristics. This report is not providing a recommendation for or against
biennial budgeting.

Defining Biennial Budgeting

Under Oregon Local Budget Law, local governments can choose to budget using a two-year, or
biennial, cycle instead of an annual cycle. The State of Oregon itself follows a biennial calendar
that begins on July 1 of each odd-numbered year and ends on June 30 of the following
odd-numbered year. The practice of budgeting in two-year increments creates an “off-budget
year” during which preparatory budget work is reduced significantly. This potential for time
savings is one of the most appealing aspects of biennial budgeting.

Note that this report frequently uses the terms “Year 1” and “Year 2” when referring to the first
and second fiscal years in a biennium, respectively.

Approaches to Biennial Budgeting
As the case studies in this report illustrate, jurisdictions have taken various approaches to
multi-year budgeting. Broadly speaking, there are two styles of biennial budgeting: “true” and
“modified” biennial budgeting.
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True biennial budgeting, which is less common among local governments, appropriates funds
for a twenty-four-month period, or two fiscal years, without making any distinction between
these two years. Revenues and expenditures for both years are combined throughout the
budget book, and treated as a single budget period.

Modified biennial budgeting, meanwhile, appears more commonly among local jurisdictions,
likely because it offers more flexibility. Under a modified biennial budget, appropriations are still
made for two years at a time, but revenues and expenditures are often separated by fiscal year
throughout the budget book. In some cases, a jurisdiction may choose to only adopt the Year 1
budget and defer the adoption of the Year 2 budget until the end of Year 1. While this approach
may sound quite similar to an annual budget cycle, appropriations are still planned on a
two-year basis.1 A jurisdiction may also place restrictions, formally or informally, on
department-level spending to ensure that departments do not overspend during Year 1.

Additionally, jurisdictions using a modified biennial budget may undertake some form of
mid-biennium review in order to true-up financial forecasts or respond to unanticipated
economic factors prior to the beginning of Year 2. If managed well, the mid-biennium review can
streamline the process of updating the budget. However, if mismanaged, it may negate much of
the time savings associated with two-year budgeting. It is unclear whether a modified biennial
budgeting significantly saves time or effort compared to other approaches.

1 See the case of Seattle, WA, for an example of a jurisdiction that does not adopt its budget for both
years simultaneously, despite operating on a biennial cycle.
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Literature Review: The Pros and Cons of Biennial Budgeting

Overview

Biennial budgeting is not a new concept, yet there is little consensus in the literature as to
whether it is superior to annual budgeting. For many jurisdictions, multi-year budgeting has
given staff the time to focus on strategic planning, program evaluation, and other projects. Other
sources caution that the challenges of financial forecasting, long-term decision-making, and the
complexities of the mid-cycle review process may outweigh or altogether negate these gains in
administrative capacity. The following section examines the most common advantages and
disadvantages of biennial budgeting based on a review of the literature.

The most frequently named advantages of biennial budgeting include:
● Time savings associated with budget development, which can present opportunities to

focus on program evaluation and strategic planning
● Longer planning horizons (both within the budget office and throughout jurisdictional

departments and services), which encourages strategic thinking
● Enhanced public transparency in spending decisions and trends over time

The most frequently named disadvantages include:
● Diminished accuracy of financial forecasts
● Reduced capacity to respond to unexpected economic downturns
● More effort and complexity surrounding budget development
● Risk of misspending due to reduced departmental oversight

Does the level of government matter?
At the municipal level, many administrators (Bailey, 2003, 2013, 2023; Jackson, 2002; Sessions,
2024) have had great success in switching to biennial budgeting. Compared to counties and
states, small and mid-sized cities are less likely to have a dedicated budget office, and even
marginal gains in administrative capacity can increase productivity, making the potential to
streamline budget development very attractive. Furthermore, many notable risks of biennial
budgeting, such as reduced departmental oversight and added forecasting complexity, might be
more manageable for smaller jurisdictions.

When considering state and federal governments, the literature is more critical of multi-year
budgeting. Snell (2011) observes that states have been trending away from biennial budgeting
in the past few decades, as state revenue sources have become less predictable, populations
have grown, and biennial legislative sessions have fallen out of style. Despite this trend,
nineteen states still operated under a biennium in 2024.2 At the federal level, the literature
cautions overwhelmingly against biennial budgeting, arguing that it would erode Congressional

2 These include Texas, Ohio, and Virginia, the second-, seventh-, and twelfth-most populous states in
2024, respectively. Washington, the thirteenth-most populous state, also uses a biennium, as does
Oregon, the twenty-seventh. (Population size based on 2023 estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau.)
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oversight and increase the need for large supplemental appropriations and ad-hoc adjustments
(see Mann, 2000; Kogan, Greenstein, & Horney, 2012; and White, 2018).

Far less consideration has been given to county governments, which fall somewhere between
municipalities and states in terms of their revenue stability, population size, and overall growth.
For the most part, the literature implies that counties have more in common with cities than with
states when it comes to budgeting. This report examines three different counties ranging in size
from fewer than 100,000 to over 2 million residents, and notably, all three have successfully
adopted many iterations of biennial budgets, suggesting that population size does not
necessarily determine whether multi-year budgeting will be successful.

Advantages

Time Savings
The idea that biennial budgeting can reduce the total amount of time spent on budget
preparation is arguably its greatest appeal. Multnomah County spends roughly eight months in
budget development each fiscal year, with only a relatively short period during which to reflect
on the previous budget cycle and work on lower-priority projects before the next cycle begins.
The County’s Budget Process Audit (McGuirk, 2023) cited the time-intensiveness of preparing
program offers and engaging community members as key reasons to explore biennial
budgeting. Most sources in the literature count time savings – or at least the potential for time
savings – as a major advantage of biennial budgeting, if leveraged correctly.

Under a biennial cycle, a jurisdiction has nearly a year during which it is not actively preparing
for the next budget cycle. This off-budget year can create opportunities to take on projects that a
jurisdiction might not otherwise have time for, such as strategic planning, program evaluation,
performance measurement, and more in-depth budget deliberation (see Bailey, 2003; Beier,
1987; MRSC, 2024; Sessions, 2024; Van de Water, 2002). In Benton County, Oregon, biennial
budgeting has allowed staff to increase their operational efficiency and streamline service
delivery because they are not in a “constant cycle of budget development” (Sessions, 2024).
Similarly, the City of Auburn, Alabama found that they drastically increased administrative
capacity by switching to a biennial budget (Jackson, 2002). During the off-budget year, City staff
“had only to review and revise” budget appropriations for Year 2, rather than preparing an entire
budget from scratch.

Long-Term Planning and Strategic Thinking
Budgeting for two fiscal years simultaneously requires that jurisdictions take a longer-term
perspective as they plan for upcoming programs and services. Some sources (Bailey, 2023;
MRSC, 2024; Sessions, 2024; Van de Water, 2002) believe that this extended planning horizon
encourages strategic thinking because it requires that policymakers “anticipate future needs”
(Van de Water, 2002) rather than focusing on balancing the budget for a single year. In the City
of Auburn, Alabama, staff found that biennial budgeting served as a “more strategic approach to
resource allocation” that replaced the “incrementalism” of annual budgeting (Jackson, 2002).
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Multi-year budgeting may also create broader alignment across a jurisdiction’s Capital
Improvement Plan, strategic plan, and other major municipal spending documents (Bailey, 2023;
Sessions, 2024; Van de Water, 2002).

Transparency in Spending and Performance
Some sources (Beier, 1987; Van de Water, 2002) argue that multi-year budget cycles can also
improve transparency and allow for better cross-year comparisons. Because more time has
elapsed between budget development periods, a jurisdiction will have gathered a more robust
dataset with which to evaluate trends in spending and performance. This trend analysis can
help legislators make informed decisions and may lead to more efficient spending practices.
These findings are reflected in the Multnomah County Budget Process Audit (McGuirk, 2023),
which posits that a biennial cycle would allow the County to include budget-to-actuals
comparisons for an entire fiscal year in their program offers for each upcoming budget cycle.
Currently, roughly half of the fiscal year has elapsed when departments begin preparing
program offers for the next fiscal year.3 A biennial cycle would allow the County to collect more
data on spending and performance and take more time to analyze trends before budget
development begins anew. (Such trend analysis would also complement strategic planning
efforts, as discussed in the previous section.)

In addition to improving program evaluation, better cross-year comparisons can lend clarity to
long-term spending choices. Voters might find it easier to track the County’s policies and
priorities by seeing these decisions play out over time. Bailey (2013) finds that biennial
budgeting can make the costs of newly implemented programs more transparent – especially
for programs that incur relatively small costs in their first year but see significant increases in the
following years.

Other Advantages
Listed below are additional advantages that appear less frequently in the literature and seem to
factor less in a jurisdiction's decision-making, but are still worth noting.

“De-politicizing” the budget: Several sources (Bailey, 2003; MRSC, 2024; Jackson, 2002) argue
that biennial budgeting can “de-politicize” the budget development process by separating it from
local election cycles. In many jurisdictions, the first year in a biennium always falls on a
non-election year, ensuring that the most intensive months of budget deliberation do not
coincide with local campaigning. Even in the absence of major political tensions, elections can
be time-consuming for policymakers. Leaders in the City of Auburn, Alabama found that
separating the budget process from local election cycles allowed legislators more time to devote
to the budget itself.

More opportunities for public engagement: The Multnomah County Budget Process Audit
(McGuirk, 2023) found that compressed budget development timelines and complex processes

3 See page 11 in the 2023 Multnomah County Budget Process Audit.
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often limit the extent to which voters can effectively engage with, or influence, budgetary
decisions. The audit suggests that a biennial cycle might create more opportunities to educate
and involve the public. The literature does not discuss this aspect in biennial budgeting in much
detail, focusing instead on the benefits of time savings and strategic planning.

Alignment with the State’s budget calendar: Both Benton County (Sessions, 2024) and the City
of West Linn (2009) have found it advantageous to align their budget cycle with the State’s by
switching to a biennial budget.4 The State releases a variety of grant funding sources, as well as
rate changes to the Public Employee Retirement System (PERS), in two-year increments.

Smoothing out budget reductions: Beier (1987) suggests that a two-year budget cycle can
reduce the severity of budget constraints by spreading those reductions across two years.
However, Bailey (2013) points out that deficits will also appear larger when looking at a two-year
period.

Flexibility in outsourcing: Van de Water (2002) argues that a two-year window gives
departments more flexibility to adjust their spending when outsourcing their services to
independent contractors.

Disadvantages

Unreliable Economic Forecasts
Making economic predictions is an essential, complex aspect of public budgeting. Virtually every
piece of literature on biennial budgeting (Bailey, 2003; Beier, 1987; MRSC, 2024; Snell, 2011;
White, 2018) acknowledges that two-year financial forecasts are bound to be less accurate than
one-year forecasts. Inaccurate forecasts may drive governments to over- or underspend,
prompting significant budget revisions in the second year and potentially reducing the efficacy of
programs and services. The effort required to prepare multi-year forecasts, coupled with this
increased uncertainty, may be enough to turn jurisdictions away from biennial budgeting
altogether. Even Bailey (2013), an enthusiastic advocate for multi-year budgeting, describes
biennial forecasting as “more than twice as tricky” (37) as annual forecasting.

Jurisdictions can mitigate accuracy issues somewhat by releasing updated forecasts towards
the end of Year 1 and using these projections to revise the Year 2 budget, if necessary. Having a
formal mid-biennium review process can help jurisdictions make methodical budget adjustments
based on changing forecasts. Still, biennial budgeting will almost certainly make financial
forecasting more challenging and less reliable for policymakers.

The literature appears divided on whether the benefits of biennial budgeting outweigh these
forecasting challenges. White (2018) argues that the risks associated with unreliable forecasts
can undermine the benefits of longer planning horizons and more transparent spending

4 The State of Oregon’s fiscal cycle begins on July 1st of each odd-numbered year and ends on June 30th
of the following odd-numbered year. Multnomah County’s fiscal year also begins on July 1st.
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decisions, writing that “information can only improve transparency…if it is true” (137).5 At the
local level, however, these concerns may be less warranted. Bailey (2023), who has served as
Finance Director for two Washington cities, does not see twenty-four-month forecasting horizons
as being significantly less reliable than twelve-month horizons.

Difficulty Responding to Unexpected Downturns
Jurisdictions may worry that a two-year budget will make them less nimble in the face of sudden
economic downturns or other major shocks (Van de Water, 2002). This issue is related to, but
distinct from, the issue of forecasting uncertainty. Just as a jurisdiction may struggle to make
budget decisions based on unreliable forecasts, it may also be reluctant to make long-term
policy choices in ever-evolving economic and political climates. A jurisdiction experiencing rapid
growth in its tax base may find multi-year budgeting just as challenging as one experiencing
significant population decline or revenue loss.

According to Van de Water (2002), many jurisdictions opt for a “modified” form of biennial
budgeting precisely because of these concerns. Unlike true biennial budgeting, a modified
model allows a jurisdiction to plan for two-year periods while still appropriating funds annually.
However, it is not clear from the literature whether biennial budgeting actually makes a
jurisdiction less responsive to change or merely creates the impression of inflexibility. Snell
(2011) argues that the length of the budget cycle, whether annual or biennial, “cannot insulate”
governments from economic downturns or other conditions outside of their control; these factors
will always pose a threat, regardless of the budgeting model used.

Added Complexity in Budget Development
While biennial budgeting may reduce the overall time spent on budget preparation, it can also
add complexities to the process. Even advocates of biennial budgeting (Bailey, 2023; MRSC,
2024; Sessions, 2024) acknowledge that many issues found in annual budgeting are worsened
under a biennium. This report frames long-term planning as an advantage of biennial budgeting,
but leaders in some jurisdictions (Bailey, 2013; Sessions, 2024) have found that longer timelines
often complicate decision-making. Financial forecasting becomes more arduous; cost-of-living
(COLA) adjustments and other cost increases are compounded6 (Bailey, 2023); and budget
decisions are likely to last longer and therefore feel weightier. Whether these efforts are
worthwhile – whether the gains from time savings, strategic thinking, and program evaluation
outweigh these added complexities – depends on how effectively a jurisdiction manages its
off-budget year.

Risk of Departmental Overspending
Budget staff and legislators may worry that, with more time between budget development
periods, departmental supervision will decline. Without proper management, departments may
overspend during Year 1, using funds that should have been set aside for Year 2. Smaller

6 COLA adjustments must be made for both budget years, rather than on an annual basis.

5 It should be noted that White’s essay focuses primarily on Congressional budgeting, which varies
considerably from local government budgeting in terms of scope, scale, and process.
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jurisdictions may trust that their departments will manage spending with minimal oversight in the
off-budget year. For instance, in Benton County, Oregon, departments can spend their
appropriations as they see fit over a two-year period.7 However, larger jurisdictions may wish to
regulate department spending more closely by limiting the share of total biennial appropriations
that a department can spend in a single year.

Jurisdictions can build guardrails into the budget process that formally or informally restrict
access to Year 2 spending during Year 1. For instance, jurisdictions that use modified biennial
budgets report revenues and expenditures on an annual basis in their budget documents, even
if they prepare the budget on a biennial basis. This practice allows them to communicate upper
limits on departmental spending in Year 1. Other jurisdictions, such as the City of Seattle,
impose formal limits on annual spending by waiting to adopt the Year 2 budget until the end of
Year 1, which entirely restricts access to Year 2 appropriations until they are adopted.

Beier (1987) recommends that jurisdictions adopt a modified biennial budget rather than a true
biennial budget to mitigate the risk of overspending while still maximizing productivity. As Beier
points out, spending errors or poor decisions could “go unnoticed for a longer period” in a
biennium, which ultimately makes it more difficult to course-correct. A jurisdiction's budget office
should always strive to issue spending guidance to its departments and should work with
departments to correct overspending as soon as it occurs.

Other Disadvantages
Listed below are other aspects of biennial budgeting that, while cited less frequently in the
literature, still pose risks, especially for jurisdictions that are new to multi-year budgeting.

Failure to maximize time savings: The literature (in particular, Bailey, 2023 and Van de Water,
2002) emphasizes the importance of time management in a biennium. Mid-cycle budget
adjustments can quickly become time-consuming, whether they take the form of a structured
mid-biennium review process or a series of ad-hoc supplemental budget measures. Even in an
off-budget year, departments must continue to update expenditure and revenue forecasts,
manage spending and cash-flow, review performance, and perform other necessary actions
that, if not managed well, could quickly negate any time savings gained by biennial budgeting.
(See Snell’s (2011) research on the State of Connecticut, which illustrates this point.)

Perceived loss of legislative control: The City of West Linn (2009), which uses biennial
budgeting, argues that it may create the perception – real or imagined – that there will be fewer
opportunities for either legislators or the public to influence budget decisions. Snell (2011) also
notes that term-limited legislators may have fewer chances to familiarize themselves with the
budget process if it occurs less frequently. Holding annual public hearings (for instance, during
the mid-biennium review process) and publishing mid-cycle financial reports can help improve
public transparency, but may do less to acquaint legislators with the budget process.

7 Benton County analysts do monitor department-level spending throughout the fiscal calendar, but all
appropriations are made in two-year increments, with no formal distinction between Years 1 and 2.
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Higher stakes: Some sources (Snell, 2011; Van de Water, 2002) have expressed concern that a
biennial timeline may place additional pressure on department analysts and legislators to
adequately prepare the budget. Legislators may find decision-making more stressful when
considering multi-year timelines, where decisions can have long-term impacts on programs and
where forecasts are less certain.

Software limitations: Biennial budgeting software exists, but further research is needed to
determine whether Multnomah County’s current software programs, Questica and Workday, are
compatible with biennial budgeting. The County would likely find it burdensome and costly in the
short term to move to a new platform.

Budgeting in a deficit: Budget deficits will appear larger when looking at a two-year, rather than
a one-year, period (Bailey, 2013). In the event of a serious economic recession, biennial
budgeting will likely require more frequent mid-cycle revisions, as well as closer monitoring of
department spending. (See also “Difficulty Responding to Unexpected Downturns” above.)

Additional Considerations

In addition to the advantages and disadvantages described above, this report presents several
neutral findings and lingering questions below.

The Mid-Biennium Review Process
Any jurisdiction considering a switch to biennial budgeting will need to consider how to approach
mid-cycle budget revisions. Forecasting uncertainties, unexpected changes in economic
conditions, and routine adjustments within departments all make it necessary to modify the
budget during the “off-budget” period. Having a clear plan and process for addressing these
changes can ensure that decision-makers and departments implement these revisions as
efficiently as possible. In the absence of a formal review process, a jurisdiction will likely see a
large increase in supplemental budget measures that must be addressed on an ad-hoc basis.8

Depending on the model of biennial budgeting,9 a mid-biennium review can consist of relatively
minor adjustments based on updated forecasts (see Cuyahoga County), or it may include the
formal adoption of the entire Year 2 budget (see the City of Seattle). The State of Washington
requires that all jurisdictions conduct a formal mid-biennium review sometime between the ninth
and twelfth month of Year 1, including public hearings and, in most cases, a published report
that reflects the updated budget. Bailey (2023), who has managed local budgets in Washington
jurisdictions, strongly recommends implementing a formal mid-biennium review process even if
it is not legally required. However, he also cautions against “reopening” the budget process

9 A “true” biennial budget is more likely to have a limited mid-cycle review period, while a “modified”
biennial budget might update its entire budget book going into Year 2.

8 Note that passing supplemental measures on an ad-hoc basis is not inherently bad, as evidenced by
Benton County (Sessions, 2024). For larger counties, however, the process might easily become
unwieldy.
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entirely, which can quickly erode any of the time savings gained in the off-budget year. Instead,
Bailey advises that a jurisdiction focus on truing up estimates and making small adjustments.

The Rolling Biennial Budget Model
In some instances, jurisdictions may take on a highly modified form of biennial budgeting that is
sometimes referred to as a “rolling” biennial budget. Under this model, a jurisdiction plans
appropriations for two years at a time, but still releases their budget on an annual basis. Each
year, the jurisdiction must update and adjust the planned appropriations that were made during
the previous year before they adopt the budget. This practice allows a jurisdiction to increase its
planning horizon without committing to a two-year budget cycle – they still prepare and release
the budget each year. Notably, however, a rolling cycle does not allow for an “off-budget year,”
one of the main advantages of biennial budgeting. Because a rolling biennial budget is
functionally quite different from other forms of multi-year budgeting, this report does not explore
this model further. For examples of jurisdictions that use a rolling biennial budget, see the City of
Dallas, Texas or San Diego County, California.

Unanswered Questions
Does biennial budgeting improve public engagement?
The Multnomah County Budget Process Audit (McGuirk, 2023) suggests that adding time
between budget development cycles could improve public engagement by creating more
opportunities for community input. This report finds very little evidence in the literature to either
support or refute this idea. Most of what has been written about local-level biennial budgeting
focuses on its potential to make budgeting more efficient, transparent, and strategic. If a
jurisdiction can successfully leverage the time saved during the off-budget year, it seems
reasonable that it could devote more resources to improving civic engagement. At the same
time, extending the time between budget preparation cycles could also reduce interest and
engagement in the process, if not handled correctly. Ultimately, the County would need to
conduct more research on this front.

Would a biennial budget have any impact on Multnomah County’s alignment with the State’s
grant funding timelines, Public Employee Retirement System (PERS) rate setting, and other
important state or federal funding milestones?
Two jurisdictions in Oregon – Benton County and the City of West Linn – have said that biennial
budgeting keeps them aligned with State funding timelines.

How would Multnomah County implement a biennial budget?
Considerable research would be needed to investigate the potential impacts of a two-year
budget on County departments and legislators, as well as how to modify the current budget
process to accommodate this change.
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Case Studies of Comparable Jurisdictions

Overview

This report examines five local governments in the United States that currently practice biennial
budgeting. Four are located in the Pacific Northwest, two in Oregon. Most of these jurisdictions
have been practicing biennial budgeting for at least a decade, with the exception of the City of
Hillsboro, which adopted its first biennial budget in 2023. Of these five jurisdictions, only two
have “true” biennial budgets; the others have taken “modified” approaches that allow them to
separate appropriations by fiscal year while still budgeting for both years simultaneously. These
jurisdictions range from mid-sized municipalities to major population centers.

A key consideration when comparing these case studies is the scope of the mid-biennium
review process. Benton County, for instance, does not appear to conduct any formal
mid-biennium review, and frequently passes supplemental budget measures throughout the
budget cycle. Cuyahoga County implements its mid-biennium review in the fourth quarter of
Year 1, close to the adoption of the Year 2 budget. At the far end of the spectrum, the City of
Seattle undertakes a more extensive mid-biennium review that begins early in Year 1 and lasts
roughly ten months. Lengthier mid-biennium review periods may allow legislators and budget
staff more time to true-up estimates and adjust spending, but it also risks undermining the time
savings that makes biennial budgeting so appealing.

Opportunities for public engagement also vary by jurisdiction. Three jurisdictions do not appear
to have any public budget committees, while Benton County and the City of Hillsboro both
appoint local residents to their budget committees, in accordance with Local Budget Law (ORS
294.414). The quality of public engagement – and whether multi-year budgeting enhances or
diminishes it – should be an important factor for any jurisdiction considering biennial budgeting.
The 2023 Multnomah County Budget Process Audit suggested that a two-year budget may
allow Community Budget Advisory Committees (CBACs) more time to participate in budget
deliberations, but based on the findings from these case studies, public budget committees do
not appear to engage with biennial budgets any differently than they would with an annual
budget.

Please note that the information in these case studies has been taken from publicly available
sources – primarily the jurisdictions’ budget books and website materials. As such, the level of
detail varies by jurisdiction. Each case study includes a snapshot from the jurisdiction’s budget
book to illustrate whether the jurisdiction separates appropriations by fiscal year or combines
them into a single twenty-four-month period.
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Comparison of Case Study Jurisdictions

The table below summarizes the variations in budgeting style by jurisdiction.

Jurisdiction Budget Style Appropriations Notes Duration of
Budget
Process

City of
Seattle,
WA

Modified
biennial budget

Two one-year
budgets

Year 2 budget is “endorsed”
but not adopted until the end
of Year 1; appropriations for
each year are separated in
the budget book

~11 months

Cuyahoga
County, OH

Modified
biennial budget

Appropriations for
two years

Both years adopted
simultaneously, but
appropriations for each year
are separated in the budget
book

~9 months

Benton
County, OR

True biennial
budget

Appropriations for
two years

Appropriations for both years
are combined in the budget
book; budget actuals for both
years are also combined in
the ACFR and audit

Unclear

King County,
WA

True biennial
budget

Appropriations for
two years

Appropriations for both years
are combined in the budget
book

Unclear

City of
Hillsboro, OR

Modified
biennial budget

Appropriations for
two years

Both years adopted
simultaneously, but
appropriations for each year
are separated in the budget
book

~8 months
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City of Seattle, Washington

Population: 737,015
FY 2023-24 Budget: $12.03 billion

Budget Summary
The City of Seattle operates using a modified biennial budget, meaning that City Council
approves funding for Year 1 while simultaneously endorsing proposed amounts for Year 2. A
budget book containing both the Year 1 Adopted and Year 2 Endorsed10 budgets is released at
the start of the biennium. However, revenues and expenditures are balanced separately for
each year. Halfway through the biennium, City Council must again move to adopt the Year 2
budget, with the opportunity to make mid-cycle adjustments.

It is unclear whether this approach reduces or increases administrative burden compared to an
annual budget process. On the one hand, preparing the Year 2 Endorsed Budget jointly with the
Year 1 Adopted Budget may create opportunities for longer-term strategic planning.
Furthermore, because the Mid-Biennium Adopted Budget Book is not intended to deviate
substantially from the Year 2 Endorsed Budget, this may greatly streamline the process of
creating the Year 2 Adopted Budget. On the other hand, the timeline of the mid-biennium review
process (see Figure 2) superficially resembles an annual budget process, raising questions
regarding whether the City actually saves time during the off-budget year.

Budget Timeline & Process
Seattle’s biennium begins on January 1st of odd-numbered years and ends on December 31st
of the following year. The City’s budget process lasts nearly eleven months from start to finish.
Their budget calendar aligns with King County’s budget process. However, while the State of
Washington also begins its biennium on odd-numbered years, the State’s fiscal calendar runs
from July 1 to June 30.

Milestones
● Departments submit their requested budgets in June.
● The Mayor, with support from the City Budget Office, submits the Proposed Budget and

6-year Capital Improvement Plan (CIP) no later than October 3rd of the year prior.
● The Proposed Budget and CIP are adopted by City Council no later than December 2nd

of the year prior. The budget book includes both the Year 1 Adopted and Year 2
Endorsed Budgets. It goes into effect on January 1st.

Mid-Biennium Review Process

10 When the Seattle City Council adopts the Year 1 Budget, they also “endorse” the Year 2 Budget,
meaning that they approve all Year 2 appropriations but do not formally adopt them. This requires that the
City balance revenues and expenditures for Year 1 and Year 2 simultaneously, but also that they revisit
the Year 2 Endorsed Budget during the mid-biennium review period, prior to its formal adoption.

Case Studies Page 17



Biennial Budgeting for Local Governments: A Review 2024

The State of Washington requires that local governments using biennial budget cycles
implement a “mid-biennium review and modification,” as specified in RCW 35A.34.130. For
Seattle, this process closely resembles the initial budget preparation process (see Figure 2).
While state law dictates that this review occur no sooner than eight months after the start of the
biennium, Seattle’s review process technically begins in February of Year 1, less than two
months after the start of the biennium, and extends through the end of the year.

Mid-Cycle Budget Modifications
Once the budget has been adopted, the City may use supplemental budget appropriation
ordinances to make mid-year adjustments. City Council may eliminate, decrease, or
re-appropriate any unspent appropriations by majority vote. The Budget Office may approve,
without ordinance, any intradepartmental appropriation transfers, provided that they do not
exceed 10%.

The process of creating the Mid-Biennium Adopted Book, which is prepared over the course of
Year 1 and released at the start of Year 2, also ostensibly allows for mid-cycle modifications and
adjustments to the budget. For instance, the 2024 (Year 2) Adopted Budget saw an increase in
General Fund resources by $9 million and Payroll Expense Tax Fund resources by $20 million
based on the financial forecast from October of the previous year. The budget book emphasizes
that modifications made to the Year 2 Endorsed Budget prior to its adoption are intended to be
relatively limited in scale and scope.

Monitoring Process
City departments are legally required to spend within their annual appropriations. The Budget
Office is responsible for monitoring citywide and department-level spending throughout the fiscal
year. Delaying the adoption of the Year 2 budget until the end of Year 1 ensures that
departments cannot exceed their Year 1 appropriations. The City does not appear to have a
public-facing budget monitoring dashboard to track spending by department, fund, or category.

Public Engagement
The public can participate in the budget process in several ways:

1. The public can attend budget committee meetings.
a. The Select Budget Committee, which is made up of City Council Members,

meets on three occasions between September and October to discuss the
budget for the upcoming fiscal year. All sessions are open to the public and
encourage public comment. However, the City does not appear to use community
advisory committees as a public engagement tool.

2. The public can attend either or both of the two public budget hearings held in October
and November, respectively.

3. The public can submit written comments to the City Council at any time.

The City also has a publicly available interactive dashboard that displays the operating budget
through various charts and figures.
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Other Findings
● What does their forecasting process look like?

○ The City’s Office of Economic and Revenue Forecasts releases forecasts in April,
August, and October of each year. The City Budget Office relies on these
forecasts to make adjustments to the Year 2 Endorsed budget. Their budget book
does not include forecasted amounts for future biennia.

● What is their credit rating?
○ In 2024, the City received a score of Aaa from Moody’s Ratings.

● How long has the City operated under a biennial budget?
○ Seattle has used a biennial budget cycle since at least 2001. They briefly

operated on an annual cycle for FY 2021 and FY 2022, likely due uncertainties
associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, but resumed their biennial cycle in FY
2023.

Figure 1. Snapshot of Expenditures from Seattle’s FY 2023-24 Budgets

Source: City of Seattle 2023 Adopted and 2024 Endorsed Budgets, page 44
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Figure 2. Seattle’s Mid-Biennium Budget Process

Source: City of Seattle 2023-2024 Adopted Mid-Biennium Budget Adjustments, page 12
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Sources
City of Seattle, Washington. (n.d.-a). 2023-2024 Adopted Mid-Biennium Budget adjustments.

City of Seattle, Washington. (n.d.-b). 2023 Adopted and 2023 Endorsed budgets.

Moody’s Ratings. (2024, May 17). Rating action: Moody’s Ratings assigns Aaa to City of

Seattle, WA’s GOLT and GOULT Bonds, 2024.

https://www.seattle.gov/documents/Departments/InvestorRelations/2024%20Documents/

Rating_Action-Moodys-Ratings-assigns-Aaa-to-17May2024-PR_908603242.pdf.

Seattle City Budget Office. (n.d.-a). City budget process.

https://www.seattle.gov/cityclerk/agendas-and-legislative-resources/legislative-process/ci

ty-budget-process.

Seattle City Budget Office. (n.d.-b). City of Seattle budget. https://seattle.gov/city-budget-office.

Seattle City Council. (n.d.). Demystifying the Council’s budget process.

https://seattle.gov/council/issues/demystifying-the-budget-process-x151133.
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Cuyahoga County, Ohio

Population: 1,233,088
Largest Population Center: City of Cleveland
FY 2024-25 Budget: $1.6 billion

Budget Summary
One of the largest counties in Ohio, Cuyahoga County operates using a modified biennial
budget: while it makes appropriations on a two-year basis, the budget document lists
appropriations for each year separately. While the County’s Office of Budget Management
releases the biennial budget in full at the start of the biennium, funds are balanced separately
for each fiscal year. A mid-biennium review process occurs in October of Year 1 (roughly ten
months into the fiscal year) in order to revise the Year 2 budget.

Budget Timeline & Process
The County’s biennium begins on January 1st of each even-numbered year and ends on
December 31st of the following odd-numbered year. The budget process lasts roughly nine
months. Notably, while the State of Ohio also budgets on a biennial basis, starting on each
even-numbered year, their fiscal calendar runs from July 1 to June 30.

Milestones
● Budget preparation begins in April and June, when the Office of Budget Management

develops and releases a “base budget.”
● Between June and August, County departments review the base budget.
● In August and September, a budget panel made up of County officials discusses the

base budget. These discussions are open to the public. The Office of Budget
Management prepares the County Executive’s recommended budget.

● The County Executive submits their recommended budget in early October. Between
October and December, the recommended budget is presented to the County Council,
which holds public hearings and makes any necessary amendments.

● The County Council adopts the budget in early December. It goes into effect on January
1st.

See Figure 4 for a visual depiction of the budget process.

Mid-Cycle Budget Modifications
The County amends the budget throughout the biennium on an ad-hoc basis. County legislators
must also review a “fiscal agenda” that is prepared by the Office of Budget Management, usually
on a monthly basis. The mid-biennium review, which takes place in the fourth quarter of Year 1,
also provides opportunities to true-up financial forecasts for Year 2.
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Monitoring Process
Every March (three months into the fiscal year), the Office of Budget Management must deliver
a public presentation of the budget that includes an overview of program budgets, County
operations, and updated financial projections. This presentation can be condensed during the
second year of the biennium to focus on any relevant changes that were made since the initial
budget adoption period.

The Office of Budget Management releases quarterly financial reports that assess whether
current operations remain aligned with the adopted budget. They also prepare monthly financial
reports that outline any significant budgetary changes. These reports are delivered to the
County Council and published on their website.

Public Engagement
All budget panel discussions appear to be open to the public and to invite public testimony.
However, the County does not appear to have a community budget committee, community
advisory panel, or other constituent-based groups that formally participate in the budget
process. The County does not appear to use a publicly available dashboard to depict the
operating budget or track spending throughout the biennium.

Other Findings
● What does their forecasting process look like?

○ The budget book provides fund projections for two biennia (roughly five years)
past the current budget cycle, as required by the County’s financial policies.

● What is their credit rating?
○ In 2022, the County received a score of Aa2 from Moody’s and a score of AA

from Standard and Poor’s.
● How long has Cuyahoga County operated under a biennial budget?

○ Public records indicate that the County has used biennial budgeting since at least
2014.

Figure 3. Revenue Sources for all Funds, Cuyahoga County FY 2024-25 Adopted Budget

Source: Cuyahoga County 2024-2025 Biennial Budget, page 80
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Figure 4. Cuyahoga County Biennial Budget Process

Source: Cuyahoga County 2024-2025 Biennial Budget, page 32

Sources
County of Cuyahoga, Ohio. (n.d.). 2024-2025 Biennial Budget.

https://cuyahogacounty.gov/fiscal-officer/departments/office-of-budget-and-management/

statistics-and-reports/docs/default-source/fiscal-library/obm/biennial-budget-plans/2024bi

ennialbudgetbook.

County of Cuyahoga, Ohio: Fiscal Officer. (n.d.). Statistics and reports.

https://cuyahogacounty.gov/fiscal-officer/departments/office-of-budget-and-management/

statistics-and-reports.

Moody’s Investors Service. (2022, September 26). Cuyahoga (County of), OH: Update to credit

analysis.

Standard & Poor’s Global Ratings. (2022, September 22). Summary: Cuyahoga County, Ohio;

Appropriations; General obligation; Miscellaneous tax. Standard & Poor’s Financial

Services, LLC.
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Benton County, Oregon

Population: 97,713
Largest Population Center: City of Corvallis
FY 2024-25 Budget: $485.9 million

Budget Summary
Benton County, currently the only county in Oregon to use a biennium, practices true biennial
budgeting, meaning that appropriations for both fiscal years are adopted simultaneously and
combined throughout the budget book. In a 2024 webinar hosted by the Oregon Association of
County Treasurers and Finance Officers, a representative from the County’s Financial Services
Department spoke positively about the transition to a biennial budget, citing time savings and
enhanced strategic planning as major advantages. Software limitations have proven the
greatest drawback for the County, which has yet to find a software system that truly
accommodates biennial budgeting. Instead, the Financial Services Department balances budget
amounts separately for each year in their software platform, Munis, and then combines figures
for both years to create the budget book.11

Budget Timeline & Process
The County’s biennium begins on July 1st of each odd-numbered year and runs through June
30th of the following odd-numbered year, which mirrors the State of Oregon’s fiscal calendar.
The Benton County Budget Book and website materials do not describe budget preparation in
great detail, making it difficult to determine the total length of the process.

Milestones
● The Financial Services Department works with department directors to create the

Proposed Budget, taking into account both current service levels and financial forecasts.
● The Chief Financial Officer and Senior Budget Strategist approve department budget

requests and generally complete the proposed budget by March.
● In the spring, the proposed budget is presented to the Budget Committee, which

consists of three elected Commissioners and three appointed County residents. Public
budget hearings typically take place between April and May.

● After voting on any necessary amendments, the Board of County Commissioners adopts
the budget in June. The adopted budget takes effect on July 1st.

While not a stated goal of the County’s, beginning the biennium in July of odd-numbered years
means that the most intensive budget preparation work does not coincide with local election
cycles. Because their fiscal calendar aligns with the State’s, Benton County can more easily
make budgetary adjustments based on the State’s PERS rate changes, which County staff have
described as a major advantage. However, some sources of State grant funding, such as the

11 Findings from the literature review (see previous section of report) suggest that budget management
software compatible with biennial budgeting does exist, though further research is needed.
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Oregon Health Authority, do not align with the County’s budget timeline, which can create
challenges (Sessions, 2024).

Once the budget development process begins, the Financial Services Department asks other
County departments to put any permanent FTE changes on “hold” so that budget estimates do
not continue to fluctuate, as this would make budget development more challenging (Sessions,
2024). Departments are still permitted to hire limited-duration positions – if, for instance, they
receive a new grant during the budget process.

Mid-Cycle Budget Modifications
The Board of County Commissioners can modify the current budget at any time, so long as any
major changes are accompanied by a public hearing. According to the County’s Financial
Services Department, supplemental budget measures occur frequently during the biennium –
perhaps more frequently than they would under an annual budget cycle. While these measures
may sometimes be “bundled” together for efficiency, they are usually passed on an ad-hoc basis
throughout the biennium. The Financial Services Department sees the frequency of
supplemental budget measures as a neutral feature of biennial budgeting, rather than a
drawback.

Monitoring Process
The County’s financial analysts monitor department spending throughout the biennium and work
with individual departments to correct any overspending as it occurs. Note, however, that
County departments are not formally required to limit their Year 1 spending, so long as they do
not exceed total appropriations for the biennium as a whole. The County does not appear to
publish any public-facing dashboards or quarterly revenue reports.

Public Engagement
The Budget Committee includes three appointed County residents, who participate in budget
hearings and deliberate on the proposed budget. All budget hearings are open to the public.
Any major budget amendment also requires a public hearing, in accordance with Oregon Local
Budget Law.

Other Findings
● What does their forecasting process look like?

○ The budget book includes revenue and expenditure projections for two biennia
(roughly five years) past the current budget cycle. The County does not appear to
release mid-year revenues forecasts.

● What is their credit rating?
○ In 2023, Benton County received a rating of Aa1 from Moody’s Investors Service.

● How long has Benton County operated under a biennial budget?
○ Benton County began biennial budgeting in 2005.

Case Studies Page 26



Biennial Budgeting for Local Governments: A Review 2024

Figure 5. Total Resources for Benton County’s FY 2023-25 Adopted Budget

Source: Benton County 2023-25 Adopted Budget Book, page 22

Sources
Benton County, Oregon. (n.d.). Benton County Biennium Budget Book, 2023-2025.

https://finance.bentoncountyor.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/2023-25-Adopted-Budg

et-Book.pdf.

Benton County, Oregon. (n.d.). Biennium report, 2021-2023.

https://boc.bentoncountyor.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Benton-County-2021-2023-

Biennium-Report-compressed.pdf.

Benton County, Oregon. (n.d.). Benton County Budget.

https://finance.bentoncountyor.gov/benton-county-budget/.

Oregon Association of County Treasurers and Finance Officers. (2024, April 11). OACTFO

Lunch & Learn - Biennial budgets in Oregon counties [Video].

https://www.oactfo.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/20240411-OACTFO-Lunch-Learn-Bi

ennial-Budgets-in-Oregon-Counties-20240411_120256-Meeting-Recording.mp4.
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King County, Washington

Population: 2.27 million
Largest Population Center: City of Seattle
FY 2023-24 Budget: $15.8 Billion

Budget Summary
King County uses a true biennial budget, meaning that the County Council adopts the Year 1
and Year 2 budgets simultaneously and combines appropriations for both years in their budget
book. Unlike Seattle, King County does not release an updated budget book for Year 2, which
suggests that any mid-biennium revisions are relatively minor in scale and scope. The budget
book is prepared by the Office of Performance, Strategy, and Budget, which also conducts
performance assessments and comprehensive planning for the County.

Budget Timeline & Process
King County’s fiscal calendar begins on January 1st and ends on December 31st. The County
recently passed a voter-approved amendment to shift their budget timeline so that it begins on
odd-numbered years, ensuring that the majority of budget preparation work does not overlap
with County elections, which fall on even-numbered years. This change also ensures that the
County’s budget cycle more closely aligns with the State of Washington’s biennium, which
begins on July 1 of each odd-numbered year. The budget book does not specify the total length
of the preparation process.

Milestones
● Departments submit their proposed budgets to the County Executive (whose role

resembles that of Multnomah County’s Chair) by the beginning of July in the year prior.
● Based on department proposals, the County Executive delivers the Executive Proposed

budget to County Council in late September.
● In October, County Council holds a series of public meetings to invite community input
● The Council adopts the budget in November. The budget must be adopted at least 30

days prior to the start of the new fiscal year.
● The budget goes into effect on January 1st.

Mid-Cycle Budget Modifications
Under RCW 36.40.250, the State of Washington requires all counties with biennial budgets to
implement a mid-biennium review process, which allows the county to adjust its Year 2 budget
appropriations before the end of Year 1. Any significant changes require a public hearing.
However, King County’s budget book does not include details about this process. Their financial
management policies state that “changes to the adopted budget should be minimized” (2022,
10).
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Monitoring Process
The County publishes quarterly reports that compare budget-to-actuals for major funds, as well
as any updates on major capital projects. It is unclear how much formal guidance the Office of
Performance, Strategy, and Budget issues to departments to ensure that they do not exceed
their Year 1 budget appropriations. The County does not appear to have a public-facing budget
monitoring dashboard that tracks spending throughout a fiscal year.

Public Engagement
The County holds several public hearings to discuss amendments to the Executive Proposed
Budget, usually in October. However, the County does not appear to host any formal public
budget committees. The County’s Budget Committee consists solely of elected members of the
County Council. Prior to these public hearings, county departments also conduct community
outreach while preparing their proposed budgets.

In recent years, the County has engaged in Participatory Budgeting. In 2023, the County formed
a 29-member community steering committee to discuss how to spend $11 million in “community
driven” funding, with an emphasis on “racial equity” (King County, 2023). However, their
deliberations were limited to that particular fund source, rather than directed at the overall
budget.

Other Findings
● What does their forecasting process look like?

○ Financial forecasts are prepared by the Office of Economic and Financial
Analysis (OEFA), an entity independent from the County Council and the Office
of Performance, Strategy, and Budget. OEFA produces revenue forecasts
tri-annually, in March, July, and August. They also produce quarterly economic
forecasts in February, May, August, and November.

○ The budget book includes revenue and expenditure projections for two biennia
(roughly five years) past the current budget cycle.

● What is their credit rating?
○ In 2023, King County received a rating of Aaa from Moody’s Investors Service

and a rating of AAA from Standard and Poor’s.
● How long has King County operated under a biennial budget?

○ King County has used biennial budgeting since 2015.
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Figure 6. Snapshot of General Fund Revenues for King County FY 2023-24 Adopted Budget

Source: King County 2023-24 Biennial Budget, page 42

Sources
King County, Washington. (2023, April 18). News Center: King County selects Participatory

Budgeting steering committee members to guide $11 million investments in urban

unincorporated areas.

https://kingcounty.gov/en/legacy/depts/local-services/news/2023/04182023-participatory-

budgeting-steering-committee.

King County, Washington. (2022, September). 2023-2024 Biennial Budget: Executive Proposed

https://kingcounty.gov/en/legacy/depts/executive/performance-strategy-budget/budget/-/

media/depts/executive/performance-strategy-budget/budget/2023-2024/23-24_Budget_

Book/COMPLETE-2023-24-KC-BiBudget-ExecProposed.ashx?la=en&hash=EE4D6370F

778344B17DA28A3C42F8CA4.

Office of Performance, Strategy, and Budget. (2022, February 15). Comprehensive financial

management policies. King County, Washington.

King County, Washington. (n.d.). King County budget: About the budget process.

https://kingcounty.gov/en/dept/executive/governance-leadership/performance-strategy-b

udget/budget.

King County, Washington. (n.d.). The Office of Economic and Financial Analysis.
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City of Hillsboro, Oregon

Population: 109,532
FY 2023-24 Budget: $1.87 billion

Budget Summary
Hillsboro’s City Council voted in 2022 to adopt a biennial budget, citing administrative efficiency,
additional time for budget planning, and improvements in public service delivery as the key
drivers in their decision-making. The City uses a modified biennial budget: while they adopt
appropriations for both fiscal years simultaneously, they balance revenues and expenditures
separately for each fiscal year within the budget book (see Figure 8 below). Because Hillsboro
is new to biennial budgeting, separating appropriations by year allows for closer comparisons
with previous budget cycles. It may also help guide annual spending practices within
departments while still allowing the City to extend its planning horizon.

Budget Timeline & Process
The City spends roughly eight months developing the budget, a timeline that does not appear to
have changed significantly after switching to a biennial cycle.

Milestones
● Budget preparation begins in November with the release of the Budget Calendar.
● In January and February, departments prepare and submit their requested budgets,

with guidance from the City’s Finance Department. A budget committee work session
and opportunities for public comment also take place during this time.

● In March and April, the City Manager’s Office, Finance Department, and department
managers meet to review the requested budgets and prepare the proposed budget.

● In May, the City presents the proposed budget to the Budget Committee, inviting
additional public comment. At this time, the City prepares a supplemental budget that
takes into account any changes in revenue forecasts. The Budget Committee formally
approves the budget.

● In June, after hosting a public hearing, City Council adopts the approved budget by
ordinance. The adopted budget goes into effect on July 1.

See Figure 7 for a visual depiction of the City’s budget process. Note that, according to the
budget book, the City expects to alter this process in the coming cycles, but does not describe
which aspects of the process they might change.

Mid-Cycle Budget Modifications
The budget is reviewed and amended by the City Council on an ongoing, as-hoc basis.
However, the budget book does not specify whether any formal mid-biennium review process
will occur going forward. The City notes that they will update their financial projections in Year 2,
which may prompt mid-cycle adjustments to the budget. Per Oregon Local Budget Law, any
fund changes greater than 10% require a public hearing.

Case Studies Page 31



Biennial Budgeting for Local Governments: A Review 2024

Monitoring Process
Hillsboro is still in the process of establishing monitoring tools that will support their transition to
a biennial cycle. The City produces quarterly “budget status” reports, but these do not appear to
be posted for the general public. The City does not have a publicly available budget dashboard.

Public Engagement
Hillsboro holds public hearings during multiple stages of the budget process, including the
submission of department budget requests, the presentation of the proposed budget, and the
City Council’s deliberation over, and eventual adoption of, the approved budget.

A Budget Committee, which is made up of seven members of the public, each serving
three-year terms, works alongside the City Council to support budget development. According to
the City’s website, the Budget Committee’s involvement will not change under a biennial cycle;
they will continue to meet annually to discuss financial forecasts and other economic conditions
that may impact the budget.

Other Findings
● What does their forecasting process look like?

○ The FY 2023-25 budget includes revenue projections for two biennia (roughly five
years) past the current budget cycle. The City will update their forecasts during
the second year of the biennium.

● How long has Hillsboro used a biennial budget cycle?
○ The FY 2023-25 Adopted Budget marks the City’s first biennial budget cycle

See the following page for Figures 7 and 8.
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Figure 7. City of Hillsboro Budget Process Diagram

Source: City of Hillsboro 2023-25 Adopted Budget Document, page 34

Figure 8. Hillsboro’s Total Budget Resources for FY 2023-25

Source: City of Hillsboro 2023-25 Adopted Budget Document, page 22
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