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Summary and Key Findings 
 
When compared to nine cities of similar population size, Pittsburgh does not stack up 
favorably on per-capita spending or taxing. Following an examination of the 2002 
general fund budgets of all ten cities to compile per-capita averages, this report finds that: 
 

• Pittsburgh spent $1,112 per-capita from its general fund while the peer group 
average was $745, a difference of $367 (49%).   

 
• Pittsburgh collected $854 per-capita in taxes while the peer group average was 

$513 per-capita. 
 
• Pittsburgh ranks in the bottom third of per-capita income and was one of four 

cities to lose population over the period since 2000.   
 

• Pittsburgh spent considerably higher amounts on police and fire.  Pittsburgh's per-
capita outlays of $307 on police and $234 on fire ranked them fourth and first 
highest, respectively, in the ten-city group.   

 
• Pittsburgh staffing levels for police--3.6 employees per 1000 residents--ranked 

fourth highest while fire staffing at 2.8 employees per 1000 residents was the 
highest in the ten-city peer group.  

 
• Pittsburgh could reduce over $100 million in general fund expenditures if it 

lowered spending to the peer group average. Spending would still be well above 
the better performing cities in the sample.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 3

Introduction 
 
As state-appointed groups convene to gather data on the City of Pittsburgh's financial 
situation and recommend plans to repair the City�s finances, it is instructive to look at 
other cities of similar size and see what is happening with their spending and revenue 
patterns.  One approach to determining whether Pittsburgh is spending too much, too 
little, or an amount that is "just right", is to do a benchmark comparison with a peer group 
of cities.  
 
Using a population range of 305,000 to 380,000, we selected ten cities, including 
Pittsburgh, and examined their 2002 budgets in order to outline revenue and expenditure 
totals from that year.   
 
 
Methodology 
 
Cities selected to compare with Pittsburgh include St. Louis (MO), Minneapolis (MN), 
Cincinnati (OH), Arlington (TX), Anaheim (CA), Tampa (FL), Wichita (KS), Colorado 
Springs (CO), and Raleigh (NC). Because of data and geographic mix considerations, 
Miami (FL), Toledo (OH), Honolulu (HI), and Santa Ana (CA) were not included.  
  
Populations are 2002 counts from the U.S. Census.  Range of cities falls from a high of 
375,000 in Minneapolis to a low of 306,000 in Raleigh.   
 
Budget data are from each city's municipal website. Revenue and expenditure categories 
are drawn from the city's general fund budgets. All city data include police, fire, parks, 
council, and chief executive offices in their general fund expenditure categories.  Other 
funds--capital, special revenue, grant funded, or the myriad other funds operated in these 
cities--were not considered in this analysis. If a department covered part of their functions 
under another fund, only the general fund portion was considered here. 
 
2002 was selected as the time period for comparison.  Since only a few of the cities run 
their fiscal year on a calendar year basis, data was selected from the year which ended in 
2002; in other words, that city's 2001-02 budget.   
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Population and Economic Data 
 
The table below summarizes population totals in 2002, population changes from 2000 to 
2002, per-capita income in 2000 and physical size (in square miles) for the ten cities in 
the sample. 
 

Comparative Cities1 
(Ranked by 2002 Population) 

 
In terms of the most basic descriptive data, Pittsburgh ranks seventh out of ten in terms of 
population at 327,000.  It ranks eighth on per-capita income at $18,816, surpassing 
Anaheim and St. Louis.  And it was one of only four cities--St. Louis, Minneapolis, and 
Cincinnati being the others--to lose population from 2000 through 2002.  It is also one of 
the smaller cities in terms of square miles, ranking well below the average for the group 
and above only Minneapolis and Anaheim.   
 
Pittsburgh is smaller in population size and physical size than most of these cities, its 
average per-capita income is lower, and it has lost population.  But that is only part of the 
picture.  We must uncover some of the possible reasons why Pittsburgh has exhibited 
some of the trends it has and why other cities have not.  In order to do that, it is useful to 
examine recent budget data to ascertain Pittsburgh's relative standing.   

                                                
1U.S. Census Bureau "Population Estimates for Cities and Towns".  Describes population and population 
changes for incorporated places over 100,000 (http://eire.census.gov/popest/data/cities/tables/SUB-
EST2002-03.php). Per-capita income and square miles are from the American Fact Finder 
(http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/QTGeoSearchByListServlet) and the City and County Data Book 
(www.census.gov).  

Population 
(2002)

Per-Capita 
Income 
(2000)

Population 
Change, % 

(00-02)
Square 
Miles

Minneapolis 375,635     22,685$         -1.8 54.9
Colorado Springs 371,182     22,496$         2.8 185
Wichita 355,126     20,647$         1.2 135.8
Arlington 349,944     22,445$         5.1 95.8
St. Louis 338,353     16,108$         -2.8 61.9
Anaheim 332,642     18,266$         1.4 48.9
Pittsburgh 327,898     18,816$         -2 55.6
Cincinnati 323,885     19,962$         -2.2 78
Tampa 315,140     21,953$         3.8 112.1
Raleigh 306,944     25,113$         8.9 114.6
Average 339,675    20,849$        1.4 94.3
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General Fund Expenditures and Revenue Sources 
 

The basis for budget comparison among these cities is the general fund budget. This fund 
covers expenditures for the most basic municipal services (public safety, parks, council, 
executive, etc.) and is often supported by a combination of locally levied taxes and fees, 
charges and fines along with other intergovernmental revenues.   
 

FY2002 General Fund Spending Per-Capita2 

 
Here we see the crux of Pittsburgh's financial problems.  In 2002, Pittsburgh's general 
fund expenditures per resident stood at $1,112, the second highest in the peer group and 
$367 above the peer group average. Only St. Louis spent more per capita. If spending 
were lowered to the per-capita average, Pittsburgh would be spending about $120 million 
less than it did in 2002 and at current revenue levels would have large budget surpluses.  
Instead, it spends among the highest amounts and, along with St. Louis and Cincinnati--
the two other cities with general fund spending above $1,000 per-capita--was one of the 
big population losers in recent times. 
 
In order to maintain its level of spending, Pittsburgh collects taxes from its residents 
businesses, commuters and visitors at a yearly rate of $854 per resident.  This is second 
only to St. Louis, which collects $917 per resident.  Pittsburgh's tax burden per person is 
$341 (66 percent) more than the peer group average. Once again, the three cities with 
significant population loss and very high general fund expenditures--Pittsburgh, St. 

                                                
2 Colorado Springs 2002 Budget (www.springsgov.com/Page.asp?NavID=2076);  
St. Louis 2001-02 Budget (www.stlouis.missouri.org/government/budget02);  
Minneapolis 2002 Budget (www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/city-budget/2002adopted);  
Cincinnati 2001-02 Budget (www.rcc.org/budarchives/bud200102apvd)  
Arlington 2001-02 Budget (www.ci.arlington.tx.us/budgets/20012002);  
Wichita 2001-02 Budget (www.wichitagov.org/cityoffices/finance/budget/AB_01-02);  
Pittsburgh 2002 Budget (www.city.pittsburgh.pa.us/main/html/city-documents.html);  
Anaheim 2001-02 Budget (www.anaheim.net/citydepartments/finance);  
Raleigh 2001-02 Budget (www.raleigh-nc.org/adminservices/budget/budget.htm); 
Tampa 2001-02 Budget (www.tampagov.net/dept_budget).  

General 
Fund 

St. Louis 1,192$    
Pittsburgh 1,112$    
Cincinnati 1,039$    
Tampa 776$       
Raleigh 707$       
Minneapolis 654$       
Colorado Springs 586$       
Anaheim 513$       
Arlington 444$       
Wichita 431$       
Average 745$      
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Louis, and Cincinnati--have very high tax burdens per resident.  Clearly, Pittsburgh is not 
at all competitive with low tax cities like Wichita, Arlington, or Colorado Springs.3  In 
the category of other revenues--which includes fees, fines, intergovernmental dollars, 
licenses, etc.--Pittsburgh is near the average of $239 per person.   
 

FY 2002 General Fund Revenue Sources Per-Capita 
(Ranked by Taxes Per-Capita)4 

 

 
Besides having a far above average tax levy, Pittsburgh also collects tax revenues from 
many more sources than a typical comparably sized city. Currently, Pittsburgh levies an 
amusement tax, a parking tax, a business privilege tax, an occupation privilege tax, a 
mercantile tax and a deed transfer tax in addition to an income tax and a property tax.  
While one other city (Anaheim) has a property transfer tax, none of the peer group cities 
impose a gross receipts tax (business privilege or mercantile), occupation tax, amusement 
tax, or parking tax.  These unique-to-Pittsburgh taxes account for over $100 million in 
revenues. True, a couple of cities tax motor vehicles, hotel stays, business payrolls, and 
other activities, but typically they rely on a combination of property, sales, and/or income 
taxes for the bulk of their revenue.  See Appendix A for a complete list of taxes levied in 
each city. 
 
It is important to note that the three cities in the group with the highest tax burdens per 
resident--Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and St. Louis--are all experiencing population loss and 
have per capita incomes well below the average of the other six cities. What a devastating 
combination, lower incomes and higher tax burdens. It is little wonder that population in 
these cities continues to drop. This is especially true in Pittsburgh where the extremely 
high tax burden imposed on property owners and income earners by the outrageously 

                                                
3 Based on calculations of general fund taxes that are locally levied.  In Pittsburgh, this encompassed taxes 
on property, wages, amusements, parking, occupational privilege, gross receipts, and deed transfers.  Any 
taxes levied by other levels of government and redistributed back to the cities are counted as other.  In the 
case of Minneapolis, it levies a property tax but takes a significant amount of its general fund revenue from 
a state redistribution of taxes on sales and income.  Since this unique arrangement would have distorted the 
average, they were omitted from the taxes and other categories.   
4 Ibid 

Taxes
Other 

Revenues 
St. Louis 917$       275$                  
Pittsburgh 854$       240$                  
Cincinnati 719$       282$                  
Raleigh 449$       259$                  
Anaheim 445$       243$                  
Tampa 398$       243$                  
Colorado Springs 374$       212$                  
Arlington 254$       173$                  
Wichita 205$       225$                  
Average 513$      239$                 
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expensive, poorly performing school district continues to provide residents with plenty of 
incentive to leave. 
 
 
Police and Fire Spending 
 
Two measurements were taken on police and fire functions.  The first was spending per-
capita for the functions of police and fire operations.  The second was staffing levels per-
1000 residents.  This latter measurement included all employees listed under the police 
and fire departments in each city in FY2002.   
 
The table below outlines the results from the ten cities.  On police spending, Pittsburgh 
ranked fourth at $307 per resident.  This exceeded the average for the peer group of $240 
by $67 per-capita.  Its spending level was below St. Louis, Cincinnati, and Tampa.  It 
spent $60 more per-capita than the city ranked below it (Minneapolis).  On police 
staffing, Pittsburgh ranked behind Tampa (4.2 per 1000), St. Louis and Cincinnati (both 
at 4.1 employees per 1000 residents).  Pittsburgh's 3.6 figure ranks higher than the peer 
city average of 3 employees per 1000 people.  It compares less favorably when ranked 
against the average of the six remaining cities, which was 2.3 employees per 1000 
people.5   
 

General Fund Public Safety Expenditure and Staffing 
(Ranked by Per-Capita Spending on Police) 

 
On fire spending and staffing, Pittsburgh is not at all in line with the peer group.  
Pittsburgh spent $234 per resident on fire, more than $100 higher than the group average 
of $128.  After Cincinnati's per-capita expenditure ($224), there is only one other city (St. 
Louis) within $100 of Pittsburgh's spending.  And with 2.8 fire employees for every 1000 
residents, Pittsburgh is far out of line with the peer group average of 1.6 per 1000 people.  

                                                
5 Pittsburgh's 3.6 employees per 1000 resident figure does not include school crossing guards that were 
listed as employees under the police bureau in FY2002.  If they were counted, Pittsburgh's figure would 
rise to 4.3 police employees per 1000 people.   

Police

Police 
Staffing (per 

1,000 
residents) Fire

Fire 
Staffing 

(per 1,000 
residents)

St. Louis 365$       4.1 132$       1.9
Cincinnati 327$       4.1 224$       2.6
Tampa 309$       4.2 127$       1.9
Pittsburgh 307$       3.6 234$       2.8
Minneapolis 247$       3.1 111$       1.3
Anaheim 200$       1.8 104$       0.9
Raleigh 178$       2.5 97$         1.6
Colorado Springs 169$       2.2 96$         1.1
Arlington 162$       2.0 87$         0.9
Wichita 139$       2.4 71$         1.1
Average 240$      3.0 128$      1.6
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Pittsburgh's and Cincinnati's fire staffing stands in stark contrast to the other eight cities.  
These troublesome trends were called into attention as far back as 1996 with the 
Competitive Pittsburgh Task Force.6  The Allegheny Institute has also examined the 
impact of rising public safety costs on the City's overall expenditures.  Consider that per-
capita spending on public safety (primarily police and fire, but also EMS and other 
functions) was $188 in 1984.  A scant eight years later, it had nearly doubled and stood at 
$365 per person.  It has continued to grow since then, but not at the same rapid rate.  
Failure to rein in public safety costs has been a major component of Pittsburgh�s financial 
problems.   
 
 
Conclusion and Estimated Savings 
 
Pittsburgh, when compared to cities of similar size across the country, is far out of line in 
terms of per-capita spending and taxes. It exceeds the peer average on general fund and 
several categories of expenditures, the most notable being police and fire.  Significant 
savings could be achieved if Pittsburgh made an attempt to lower spending levels to the 
ten-city average.  The table below outlines the potential savings from changes to general 
fund and police and fire functions.   
 

Pittsburgh Expenditures at Peer City Average Amounts 

 
If policymakers were to achieve the goal of bringing the general fund expenditures in line 
with peer city average, overall savings could exceed $120 million dollars. Indeed, 
reductions of half that amount would bring substantial savings. On the two very 
important public safety functions of police and fire, over $50 million in savings could be 
achieved by bringing spending levels in line with the comparative city averages.  If these 
levels are seriously pursued through state-driven efforts or in upcoming contract 
negotiations, Pittsburgh may very well be able to pursue a course of tax reduction in the 
near future.   

                                                
6 "Establishing a Culture of Excellence: Recommendations of the Competitive Pittsburgh Task Force".  
October 1996.   

Pittsburgh 
Per-Capita Total Spending

Ten City 
Average 

Per-Capita
Total Spending 

at Average Level
Potential 
Savings

General Fund 1,112$       364,622,576$     745$          244,284,010$      120,338,566$      
Police 307$          100,664,686$     240$          78,695,520$        21,969,166$        
Fire 234$          76,728,132$       128$          41,970,944$        34,757,188$        
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Appendix A 
 
General Fund Taxes Levied By City 
 
Anaheim       Raleigh 
Property Tax       Property Tax 
Sales Tax       Sales Tax 
Motor Vehicle Tax 
Hotel/Motel Tax      St. Louis 
Business License Tax      Property Tax 
Property Transfer Tax      Earnings/Wage/Income Tax 
       Sales Tax 
Arlington       Business Payroll Tax 
Property Tax 
Sales Tax       Tampa 
Bingo Tax       Property Tax 
Criminal Justice Tax      Sales Tax 
       Gas Tax 
Cincinnati       Communications Tax 
Property Tax 
Earnings/Wage/Income Tax     Wichita 
       Property Tax 
Colorado Springs      Sales Tax 
Property Tax       Motor Vehicle Tax 
Sales Tax 
Motor Vehicle Tax 
Business Occupancy Tax 
 
Minneapolis 
Property Tax 
 
Pittsburgh 
Property Tax 
Earnings/Wage/Income Tax 
Gross Receipts Tax 
Occupational Privilege Tax 
Parking Tax 
Amusement Tax 
Property Transfer Tax 
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Appendix B 
 
Other Per-Capita Expenditures (FY2002) 
 

 

Debt Service Executive Council Planning Parks/Rec
Minneapolis 363$              2$           3$           4$           n/a
Tampa 242$              2$           2$           51$         35$           
Pittsburgh 229$              6$           4$           4$           17$           
Cincinnati 213$              5$           6$           5$           75$           
Wichita 174$              2$           1$           4$           44$           
Arlington 124$              4$           1$           5$           39$           
St. Louis 116$              7$           7$           n/a 54$           
Raleigh 114$              4$           0.45$      9$           71$           
Anaheim 81$                4$           1$           31$         50$           
Colorado Springs 70$                2$           0.40$      8$           45$           
Average 173$             4$          3$          15$        48$           


