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Frequently Asked Questions: 
City of Highland Park Proposed 2019 Budget Overview 

The City of Highland Park continues to provide fiscally responsible, high-quality services 
through effective, transparent and collaborative governance.  The budget reflects the 
commitment of the Mayor, City Council and staff to fiscal stability, public safety and 
continued investment in the City’s infrastructure while supporting our vibrant community.     
Management of the City’s finances occurs every day, and the Council and staff are 
applauded for their diligent work effort. For the first time, the City has expanded its five-
year capital improvement plan and has established a 10-year balanced plan to help guide the 
City’s infrastructure investment and facility planning.  The City also continues to proactively 
seek highly efficient ways to provide services, including shared service partnerships and the 
use of technology in anticipation of a potential decline of State-shared revenues. This 
situation has the potential to have a tremendous impact on the revenues received by 
municipalities throughout the state, thereby affecting the City’s ability to fund operations at 
current levels.  
 

1. What are the major highlights of the proposed 2019 budget? 
The City of Highland Park proposed 2019 budget of approximately $79.7 million 
published to the City’s website on November 7, 2018. The proposed 2019 budget has 
a balanced operating budget with operating revenues exceeding operating 
expenditures. The budget is the principal policy document guiding the City’s 
activities and financial plans for the upcoming year. 
 

2. Was there an opportunity for public input? 
In preparation for the 2019 budget development, the City held six neighborhood 
meetings to obtain feedback about City services and programs.  The budget process 
also includes four public budget workshops and a public hearing that is planned for 
November 13, 2018. 
 

3. Identify infrastructure improvements proposed in 2019. 
As identified in the City of Highland Park 10-year Capital Improvement Plan (CIP), 
proposed 2019 capital improvements total $8.9 million, including $3.6 million for 
water and sewer infrastructure improvements, $3.3 million for street, bridge, bike-
walk, sidewalk, parking, ravine and tree infrastructure improvements, $1.1 million 
for public safety, public works and technology improvements and $0.9 million for 
facilities improvements. The City has invested $143 million in capital improvements 
over the last 10 years and, including the $8.9 million of improvements budgeted for 
2019, is planning an additional $103 million of capital improvements over the next 
10 years. 

http://www.cityhpil.com/


 
4. What are sources of revenue and the breakdown of those sources?  

It is City policy to ensure the City maintains a diversified portfolio of revenue, to 
minimize the cost of providing services to the taxpayer. The City of Highland Park 
proposed 2019 revenue budget is $77.3 million. The revenue is comprised of:  

• Charges for Services (Water, Sewer, Parking, Equipment) $28.1 million 
• Property Taxes $14.2 million  
• Sales Taxes $13.6 million  
• Other General Taxes $14 million  
• Grants and Reimbursements $3.1 million 
• Permits and Licenses $1.7 million and 
• Transfers $0.9 million and Other Revenue $1.7 million   

Other General Taxes includes Utility, State Income, Real Estate Transfer and Other 
Taxes. 

 
5. What is the City’s approach to revenue estimation?  What are the City’s 

top 10 revenues? 
Revenue estimation is a key component in developing the City’s annual budget. The 
overall approach is to make conservative projections, with an objective of attaining 
collections between 100% and 102% of the budget. The actual collection of individual 
revenue sources is expected to vary from the estimate. The City strives to maintain 
diversified sources of revenue, balancing elastic and inelastic revenue sources, 
particularly in the General Fund, while recognizing that cyclical, sectoral and 
population shifts could impact revenue diversification.  
 
Staff's approach to estimating revenues is to consider total fund revenues as a 
"basket" of individual revenues, each with its own history of predictability, stability 
or volatility.  Revenue forecasts have been developed using a specific methodology 
based on the materiality of the forecast, the availability of historical data, the quality 
of available data, the time period of the forecast and the clarity of the forecast. Time-
Series-Analysis and/or pre-established formulas are used whenever possible. 
 
Although Highland Park is a very stable community, with nearly seven billion dollars 
in real estate value, macroeconomic trends such as inflation, unemployment, and in 
particular retail sales, do affect the City's financial condition. Other independent 
variables such as weather also affect collections of certain revenues. 
 
The City gives special attention to the major ongoing revenue sources which 
comprise the City's budget.  When budgeted, bond proceeds are excluded as non-
recurring revenues.  The City has not budgeted new bonds for 2019. 
 
Top Operating Revenues in the City’s General Fund: 



   
 
6. What fee increases are proposed in 2019 and why? 

The City regularly reviews fees to ensure revenues are appropriate to fund the cost of 
providing the City’s high level of services. The proposed 2019 budget includes a 
water rate increase of $0.339 per 100 cubic feet of water over the 2018 rate to ensure 
the financial sustainability of the fund, based on a water rate pricing model.  The 
resulting water rate continues to be one of the lowest water rates and in the bottom 
quartile in the Chicagoland area. Also included in the proposed budget are Admin 
Hearing Fee increases from $40 to $50; increases in specific citation minimums and 
flat fees for specific citations; Liquor License Application Fee increases from $200 to 
$250, a new renewal application processing fee of $100 to offset processing costs, 
along with increases to other out-of-date liquor license fees; the establishment of 
Catering Liquor Licenses with associated fees; and an Overweight Truck Permitting.  
 
The City continues to work diligently to reduce our operating expenses. Staffing 
levels have decreased over the last ten years, we have advanced shared services 
agreements with other municipalities and regularly seek opportunities to reduce 
expenses yet maintain service levels for the community. 

 
7. What is the State mandate regarding public safety pensions? 

The State mandates that public safety pension funds be 90% funded by the year 
2040, as determined by a third-party actuary. State-mandated contributions are 
made annually with higher contributions provided as funds are available.  
 
The City began accelerating public safety pension funding in FY2014, then moved to 
greater acceleration in FY 2016, with pension-dedicated tax increases in FY2014, 
FY2017 and FY2018, as well as additionally using state income tax receipts and 
personal property replacement taxes to minimize the long-term impact of pension 
funding to the taxpayer.  The accelerated plan includes annual increases over a 3-
year period to reach a higher annual flat funding level, as determined by the City’s 
third-party actuary, which will then be contributed annually for years 2018 and 
future years until the City reaches 90% funding.  The result is an increase from $3.3 
million annual contribution in FY2013 to $8.1 million annual contribution in FY2018 
and going forward through 90% funding.  Given consistent actuarial assumptions, 
investment returns and annual future contributions equivalent to the FY 2018 
contribution, the City expects to reach 90% funding between 2036 and 2040.  The 

Total Total Total Total
2017 2018 2018 2019

Actual Budget Estimate Budget
Sales Tax 12,669,500    12,838,300    12,911,100     13,122,100      
Utility Tax 4,237,600      4,156,200      4,181,500      4,124,200       
Property Tax 2,082,600      3,797,200      3,797,200      3,849,700       
State Income Tax 2,733,700      2,976,500      2,752,900      2,752,900       
Real Estate Transfer Tax 2,003,200      2,126,000      1,565,700      1,599,300       
Other Taxes 3,151,400      3,015,800      3,046,000     3,152,300       
Charges for Services 4,826,800      6,145,300      6,400,100      4,980,500      
Permits and Licenses 1,651,100       1,594,700      1,850,300      1,610,900       
Sale of Assets/Other Revenue 2,273,400      1,325,300      5,644,000     1,264,900       
Total Revenue 35,629,300 37,975,300 42,148,800 36,456,700 



accelerated funding plan was continued through FY 2018 and budgeted for FY 2019, 
as follows: 

 
 
8. What are actuarial assumptions and how do they impact pension 

funding? 
The purpose of an actuarial valuation of pension plans is to report the City’s actuarial 
contribution requirement. The valuation results involve actuarial calculations that 
require assumptions about future events. The Pension Boards select certain 
assumptions, while others are the result of City guidance and/or judgment. The 
actuarial valuation for the City’s pension plans includes calculations, procedures and 
presentation consistent with funding requirements and generally accepted actuarial 
principles and practices. 
 
The actuarial results are estimates based on data that may be imperfect and on 
assumptions about future events. Certain plan provisions may be approximated or 
deemed immaterial, and, therefore, are not valued.  Assumptions may be made about 
participant data or other factors. Reasonable efforts are made to ensure that 
significant items in the context of the actuarial liabilities or costs are treated 
appropriately, and not excluded or included inappropriately. Actual future 
experience may differ from the assumptions used in the calculations. As these 
differences arise, the expense for accounting purposes will be adjusted in future 
valuations to reflect such actual experience. 
 
A range of results different from those calculated could be considered reasonable.   
 
Actuarial assumptions for the Public Safety Pension Funds include: 

• Entry Age Normal Cost Method 
• Closed level percentage of payroll amortization of 100% of the Unfunded 

Actuarial Accrued Liability using a 2.5% payroll growth assumption over the 
period ending on December 31, 2040 (23-year amortization in 2018) 

• 5-year smoothing of asset gains and losses 
• Assumed rate of return of 7%, net of investment expenses, continues to be 

supported by the Pension Funds’ investment manager and actuary 
• Assumed inflation 2.5% 
• Assumed ad-hoc cost-of-living Increases 3.0% (1.25% for those hired after 

1/1/2011) 
• Mortality Rates: 

o Healthy - RP-2014 Mortality Table with blue collar adjustment, 
projected generationally with scale MP-2017 from 2013 

2017 2018 2019
Actual Estimate Proposed

Tax Levy 5,763,900 6,270,000 6,270,000 
State Income Tax (LGDF) 1,725,500 1,725,500 1,725,500 
Personal Property Replacement Tax 70,000      70,000      70,000      
Total Contribution 7,559,400 8,065,500 8,065,500 
Statutory Contribution 5,390,600 5,528,400 5,664,100 
Additional Contribution 2,168,800 2,537,100 2,401,400 



o Disabled - RP-2014 Disabled Mortality Table, projected generationally 
with scale MP-2017 from 2013 

 
 
9. How does the City determine actuary assumptions? 

The City’s pension obligations are actuarially determined, using several actuarially-
recommended standard assumptions, such as a 7% long-term rate of return 
assumption and mortality tables.  The 7% long-term rate of return assumption is 
consistent with the average long-term rate of return used by many local 
municipalities in the Chicago area. It also continues to be cited as a reasonable long-
term rate of return assumption by the public safety pension funds’ investment 
manager and actuary.  
 
Actual realized market returns less than the actuarially assumed 7% long-term rate of 
return coupled with increasing mortality assumptions have resulted in actuarial 
losses, challenging the City’s ability in recent years to increase the percent funding of 
its long-term pension obligation for public safety pension funds.   

 
10.  Is there any other way to raise revenues? 

The City has a diversified revenue portfolio and generally taxes services to the fullest 
extent allowed by statute. The City funds the pension contributions from a 
combination of property tax levy, partial state income tax receipts and other revenue 
sources, as identified, with a goal of minimizing the impact to the taxpayer.  The City 
continues to review revenue opportunities, annually to ensure it levies a fiscally 
responsible level of property taxes and other taxes while meeting or exceeding its 
statutory pension obligations. 

 
11. How do interest rates impact pensions and what are the projections in 

the future? 
The City’s pension obligations are actuarially determined, using several standard 
assumptions, such as a 7% long-term rate of return assumption, which is consistent 
with the average long-term rate of return used by most local municipalities in the 
Chicago area.  It also continues to be cited as a reasonable long-term rate of return 
assumption by the public safety pension funds’ investment manager. Actual realized 
market returns less than the actuarially assumed 7% long-term rate of return have 
resulted in actuarial losses, challenging the City’s ability, in recent years, to increase 
the percent funding of its long-term pension obligation for public safety pensions. 

 
12. Is an increase in the tax levy proposed? 

Yes, the City’s 2018 property tax levy, for collection in 2019 includes an 
increase.  The change is an impact of $222 per year for an average $500,000 
household.   The City’s property tax levy includes individual levies for operations, 
public safety and administrative pension funding, road capital improvements, and 
debt service, with the greatest portion of the levy or 50% dedicated to pension 
funding.  The City's 2018 property tax levy also includes a reallocation among City 
funds to properly pay for expenditures in each fund.  The debt service portion of the 
property tax levy is higher given a reallocation within the total property tax levy back 
from the General Fund to the Debt Service Fund to pay for debt service.  In prior 



years, the City temporarily reallocated property tax levy from the Debt Service Fund 
to the General Fund to pay for service and capital costs incurred in the General Fund. 
 

13. What is the relationship between the City and Library regarding tax levy? 
The City and the Library are separate governing bodies, each having separate lines 
for property tax on a resident’s property tax bill. By Illinois Statute, the City levies for 
the Library’s property tax along with the City’s property tax, but the levies are 
separately governed. Unlike a home rule unit of government, the Library has limited 
opportunities to sustain its operation beyond a tax levy.   
 
The Library budget includes a 1% tax increase, which will be used primarily for 
capital needs within the Public Library. The budget includes the completion of the 
Youth Services Department remodeling project, computerization, and furniture and 
equipment upgrades.  

 
14. Why is an Aaa rating so important?  

The City of Highland Park continues to reaffirm its Aaa bond rating by Moody’s 
Investors Service, ensuring optimum interest rates and bond pricing. A bond rating 
is a grade given to bonds that indicates bond credit quality. Private independent 
rating services such as Moody's Investors Service, Standard & Poor's and Fitch 
Ratings Inc. provide these evaluations of a bond issuer's financial strength and its 
ability to pay a bond's principal and interest in a timely fashion. The bond rating is 
an important indicator, given the City has economically sensitive sales and large and 
pension liabilities. If the bond rating is jeopardized, the City’s cost of borrowing will 
increase, raising the burden on the taxpayer for the City’s long-term infrastructure 
investments. 

 
15. Will any services be decreased or impacted? 

After a thorough and thoughtful review and discussion of the Youth Services 
program and specifically noting low enrollment and the overall budget impact of the 
program, the City decided to discontinue the Youth Services’ After School program 
and began transitioning participants to alternative after-school programs for the 
2018 -2019 school year.  
 
All other services offered in 2018 will continue to be offered in 2019. The proposed 
budget focuses on the City’s mission to provide fiscally responsible, high-quality 
services through effective, transparent and collaborative governance. The priorities 
guiding the City for the year are fiscal stability, public safety, infrastructure 
investment and community vibrancy.   

 
16. Where can I view budget information? 

PowerPoint presentations for the budget workshops conducted by the City Council 
are available the day following each workshop. These documents can be found at 
www.cityhpil.com/budget. For questions on the City’s budget, please contact the 
Finance Department at 847.432.0800 or email finance@cityhpil.com.   
 
Questions can be directed to City Manager Ghida Neukirch at 
gneukirch@cityhpil.com or Director of Finance Julie Logan at jlogan@cityhpil.com.  
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