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Content within Today’s Program

• Background of the Distinguished Budget Presentation Awards
Program.

• Explain revisions in the criteria.

• Provide examples of how to meet the criteria.
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GFOA’s Distinguished Budget Presentation 
Awards Program

• GFOA established the Distinguished Budget Presentation Awards
Program (Budget Awards Program) in 1984 to encourage and assist
state and local governments to prepare budget documents of the very
highest quality.

• Over 1,750 participants - about 100 new participants per year.
• Over 550 reviewers - great way to learn about budgeting.
• Application for both participants and reviewers is online.
• Only accept PDF’s or web based submissions.
• Participants receive their results through an email.
• Reviewers can access documents through an email.
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https://www.gfoa.org/budget-award-2021
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To apply for GFOA's Distinguished Budget Presentation 
Award Program, please complete the application below. 
Applications must be submitted within ninety (90) days of 
legal adoption of the final operating budget or submission 
of the proposed operating budget to the governing body, 
unless an extension has been granted. To complete this 
form online, applicants will need to have the following 
information available.
1.Electronic versions of the budget document,
2.Detailed location criteria guide
3.Responses to comment's from your last submission (if 
applicable - first time applicants will not include a 
response to comments)
For questions on the program or for assistance with your 
application, please contact budgetawards@gfoa.org
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GFOA Distinguished Budget Presentation 
Awards Program (continued)

• Many governments are moving away from the traditional budget
document into other forms of budget communication.

• There was a task force of seventeen individuals from various
governments that worked with GFOA staff on developing these
revisions.

• The revised criteria takes effect for budgets with a fiscal year beginning
January 1, 2021 or later.

• There will be a two-year grace period to comply with the revisions.
• That brings us where we are today in terms of the revisions in the

Budget Awards criteria.
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Summary of Budget Award Revisions
• Table of contents can now refer and even link to items outside of 

the budget document.
• Strategic planning is now mandatory and process should be 

identified.
• Short-terms factors and priorities and issues are combined.
• Budget overview should also summarize changes between 

proposed and adopted budget.
• Organization chart may consider how structure helps achieve 

mission.
• Financial policies should note whether budget complies with 

relevant financial policies.
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Summary of Budget Award Revisions 
(continued)

• Budget process should also include discussion on legal level of 
budget control.

• Three–year financial schedule is no longer mandatory.
• Long-range operating financial plans should consider unfunded 

liabilities and go beyond just the general fund.
• Capital program and operating impact of capital are combined.
• Capital program needs to identify process of choosing funded 

projects.
• Debt should include bond ratings, debt to maturity schedules, 

and purpose of obligations.
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Summary of Budget Award Revisions 
(continued)

• Performance measures are now mandatory.
• Understandability and usability encourages governments to use 

other forms of communication for budgets including videos, 
social media, etc.

• Understandability and usability criterion also notes that 
governments need to be aware of ADA requirements.

• The goal is to make sure that the criteria remains relevant and 
that the budget information presented is meaningful.
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•Is GFOA offering a grace period to comply 
with the revised criteria?
While it is required that governments submit their 
budgets using the revised criteria for 2021, the 
GFOA is offering a “two year” grace period to 
comply with these revisions. In other words, no 
government will be denied the award for not 
receiving proficient ratings on any of the revised 
criteria in their first year of submitting under the 
revised criteria.
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Vote Page
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Vote Page (continued)
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https://www.gfoa.org/budget-award-winners
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#C1.  Mandatory: Include a table of contents that makes it simple to 
locate information.

Table of Contents

1. Is a comprehensive table of contents provided for easy navigation (may 
take a variety of forms related to the approach used to present 
budgetary information)?

2. Do all pages in the table of contents electronically link to the 
corresponding content location (pages in a traditional document or other 
content in an electronic form)?

3. Are the page numbers or similar reference points in the table of contents 
consistent with the referenced page numbers? 
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City of Coconut Creek, 
Florida
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#P1. Mandatory: Provide a coherent statement of organization-wide,
strategic goals and strategies that address long-term concerns and issues.

1. Are strategic goals included?
2. Is the process for creating the strategic goals explained?
3. Are action plans and/or strategies included to show how these goals will 

be accomplished?

Strategic Goals and Strategies

18

City of Pompano Beach, 
Florida
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City of Fayetteville, 
Georgia
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#P2. Mandatory: Provide a budget message that articulates priorities
and issues for the upcoming year. The message should describe
significant changes in priorities from the current year and explain the
factors that led to those changes. The message may take one of several
forms (e.g., transmittal letter, budget summary section).

Priorities and Issues

1. Does the message highlight the principal issues facing the governing body
in developing the budget (e.g., policy issues, economic factors, regulatory,
and legislative challenges)?

2. Does the message describe the actions to be taken to address these
issues?

3. Does the message explain how the priorities for the budget year differ
from the priorities of the current year?

4. Are major changes in service levels, fees, and/or taxes presented?
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City of Birmingham, 
Alabama
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#C2. Mandatory: An overview of significant budgetary items and trend
should be provided. The overview should be presented within the budget
as a separate section (e.g., budget-in brief) or integrated within the
transmittal letter.

Budget Overview

1. Is an overview contained in the budget message/transmittal letter,
executive summary, or in a separate budget-in-brief?

2. Is summary information on significant budgetary items conveyed in an
easy to consume format?

3. Is summary information on budgetary trends provided?
4. Is a summary of changes presented between the proposed to adopted

budget?
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City of Avondale, Arizona
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#O1. Mandatory: Provide an organization chart for the entire entity.

Organization Chart

1. Is a legible organization chart provided which shows the entire entity?
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City of Loveland, Colorado
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#F1. Describe all funds that are subject to appropriation.

Fund Descriptions and Fund Structure

1. Are a narrative and/or a graphic overview of the entity’s budgetary fund
structure included in the document?

2. Do the materials indicate which funds are appropriated? (Other funds
for which financial plans are prepared also may be included in the
document.)

3. Is each individual major fund described?
4. If additional or fewer funds are included in the audited financial

statements, is this indicated?
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City of Dunwoody, Georgia
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City of Dunwoody, 
Georgia
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#O2. Provide narrative, tables, schedules, or matrices to show the
relationship between functional units, major funds, and nonmajor funds
in the aggregate.

Department/Fund Relationship

1. Is the relationship between the entity’s functional units, major funds,
and nonmajor funds in the aggregate explained or illustrated?
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City of Birmingham, 
Michigan
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#F2. Explain the basis of budgeting for all funds, whether cash, modified
accrual, or some other statutory basis.

Basis of Budgeting

1. Is the basis of budgeting defined (eg. modified accrual, cash, or accrual)
for all funds?

2. If the basis of budgeting is the same as the basis of accounting used in
the entity’s audited financial statements, is that fact clearly stated?

3. If the basis of budgeting is not the same as the basis of accounting used
in the entity’s audited financial statements, are the differences
described?
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City of Lufkin, 
Texas



33

#P3. Mandatory: Include a coherent statement of entity-wide long-term
financial policies.

Financial Policies

1. Is there a summary of financial policies?
2. Do the financial policies include the entity’s definition of a balanced

budget?
3. Does the budget comply with relevant financial policies?

34

Basic Financial Policy Categories
• General fund reserves
• Reserves in other funds
• Grants
• Debt
• Investment
• Economic development
• Accounting and financial reporting
• Risk management and internal controls
• Procurement
• Long-term financial planning
• Structurally balanced budget
• Capital
• Revenues
• Expenditures
• Operating budget
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City of St. Albert, Alberta
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Town of Westlake, 
Texas

Financial Policies to be Reviewed
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#P4. Mandatory: The document shall describe the process for preparing,
reviewing, and adopting the budget for the coming fiscal year. It also
should describe the procedures for amending the budget after adoption.

Budget Process

1. Is a description of the process (including amendments) used to develop,
review, and adopt the budget included?

2. Is a budget calendar provided to supplement (not replace) the narrative
information on the budget process?

3. Is there a discussion of how the public is involved in the budget process?
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City of Davenport, Iowa
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City of Davenport, Iowa
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Gloucester County, 
Virginia
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#F3. Mandatory: Present a summary of major revenues and
expenditures, as well as other financing sources and uses, to provide an
overview of the total resources budgeted by the organization.

Consolidated Financial Schedule

1. Is an overview of revenues and other financing sources and expenditures
and other financing uses of all appropriated funds included?
2. Are revenues and other financing sources and expenditures and other
financing uses presented either (1) together in a single schedule or (2) in
separate but adjacent/sequential schedules or (3) in a matrix?
3. Are revenues presented by major type in this schedule (e.g., property
taxes, intergovernmental, sales taxes, fees and charges)?
4. Are expenditures presented by function, program, or spending component
in this schedule?
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Metropolitan St. 
Louis Sewer 
District, Missouri
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#F4. Include summaries of revenues and other financing sources, and of
expenditures and other financing uses for the prior year actual, the
current year budget and/or estimated current year actual, and the
proposed budget year.

Three Year Consolidated and Fund Financial Schedules

1. Are revenues and other financing sources and expenditures and other financing uses
for the prior year, the current year, and the budget year presented together on the
same schedule(s) or on schedules presented on adjacent/sequential pages? Is this
information presented for the appropriated funds in total?

2. Is this information also presented at a minimum for each major fund and for other (i.e.
nonmajor) funds in the aggregate (or for each significant fund and other funds in the
aggregate if no appropriated funds are included)?

3. Are revenues presented by major type in this schedule (e.g., property taxes,
intergovernmental, sales taxes, fees and charges)?

4. Are expenditures presented by function, program, or spending component in this
schedule?
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Village of 
Westmont, 
Illinois
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#F5. Mandatory: Include projected changes in fund balance/net position
for appropriated funds included in the budget presentation.

Fund Balance

1. Is the entity’s definition of fund balance (net position if no governmental funds) included?
2. Is the fund balance /net position information presented for the budget year?
3. Is there a schedule showing (1) beginning fund balances, (2) increases or decreases in

total fund balances, and (3) ending fund balances for appropriated governmental funds?
4. Is this information presented at a minimum for each major fund and for nonmajor

governmental funds in the aggregate?
5. If fund balances of any major fund or the nonmajor funds in the aggregate are anticipated

to increase or decline by more than 10%, does the document include a discussion of the
causes and/or consequences of these changes in fund balance?

6. If an entity has no governmental funds, is the change in net position presented for (1) the
entity as a whole, (2) the main operating fund, and (3) each significant fund?

7. If an entity has no governmental funds and the net position is anticipated to change by
more than 10%, do the materials include a discussion of the causes and/or consequences
of those changes?
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City of 
Kirksville, 
Missouri
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City of Kirksville, 
Missouri
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#F6. Mandatory: Describe major revenue sources, explain the
underlying assumptions for the revenue estimates, and discuss significant
revenue trends.

Revenues

1. Are individual revenue sources described?
2. Do the revenue sources that are described represent at least 75 percent

of the total revenues of all appropriated funds?
3. Are the methods used to estimate revenues for the budget year

described (e.g., trend analysis, estimates from another government or
consulting firm)?

4. If revenues are projected based on trend information, are both those
trends and the underlying assumptions adequately described?
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• Federal aid amounts to some 5% of total municipal revenue, while state aid is 20% to 25%. In 
other words, a city’s tax structure accounts for 70% to 75% of what it can spend to meet the 
health, safety, and welfare needs of its residents and visitors. 

• A city that generates the majority of its revenue from sales or income taxes will be hit hard 
and immediately when it experiences such consumer declines and job losses.

• A city that relies on property taxes, however, will not experience such an immediate collapse 
in its revenues. Local assessment practices require that cities wait to estimate the value of 
land and property until the property is exchanged on the market or an assessment is 
conducted. Current property tax bills, therefore, typically reflect values of the property 
anywhere from 18 months to several years prior to collection. Property tax collection is less 
responsive, or “elastic,” in the short term—but over time, as rising unemployment dampens 
real-estate demand, even these property-tax-dependent cities will feel COVID-19’s impact.

• In addition to taxes, approximately one-third of city-sourced revenues are derived from fees 
and charges for services such as trash collection and water. Although COVID-19 will adversely 
affect some fee-driven services (think transit and parking) because demand is reduced, it will 
affect other services (water, sewer, etc.) less severely, as residents remain in place and 
continue to use them.                Source:  Metropolitan Policy Program At Brookings Institute
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City of South Padre Island, 
Texas
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#F7. Explain long-range operating financial plans and its effect upon the
budget and the budget process.

Long-range Operating Financial Plans

1. Do your long-range financial plans for major funds (beyond just the
General Fund) extend out at least two years beyond the budget year?

2. Are the assumptions used in the long-range operating financial plans
identified?

3. Is there a concise explanation of the significance of the long-range
operating financial plans in its relation to achieving strategic goals?
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City of Santa 
Rosa, California
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City of Santa 
Rosa, California
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#F8. Mandatory: Include budgeted capital expenditures, whether
authorized in the operating budget or in a separate capital budget.

Capital Program

1. Are “capital expenditures” defined?
2. Do the materials indicate the total dollar amount (for both sources and

uses) of the capital program for the budget year(s) and/or multiyear
capital plan?

3. Are significant nonrecurring capital expenditures described along with
dollar amounts?

4. What is the process to identify funded projects?

56

City of 
Alameda, 
California
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Town of Windsor, Colorado

Priority I: IMPERATIVE (Must-Do) – Projects that cannot reasonably be postponed 
in order to avoid harmful or otherwise undesirable consequences. 

A. Corrects a condition dangerous to public health or safety 
B. Satisfies a legal obligation 
C. Alleviates an emergency service disruption or deficiency 
D. Prevents irreparable damage to a valuable public facility. 

Priority II: ESSENTIAL (Should-Do) – Projects that address clearly demonstrated 
needs or objectives. 

A. Rehabilitates or replaces an obsolete public facility or attachment 

B. Stimulates economic growth and private capital investment 
C. Reduces future operating and maintenance costs 
D. Leverages available state or federal funding. 

Priority III: IMPORTANT (Could-Do) – Projects that benefit the community but may 
be delayed without detrimental effects to basic services. 

A. Provides a new or expanded level of service 
B. Promotes intergovernmental cooperation 
C. Reduces energy consumption 
D. Enhances cultural or natural resources. 

Priority IV: DESIRABLE (Other Year) – Desirable projects that are not included within 
five-year program because of funding limitations. 
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City of East 
Point, Georgia
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City of 
Portsmouth, 
New 
Hampshire
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#F9. Mandatory: Include financial data on current debt obligations,
describe the relationship between current debt levels and legal debt
limits, and explain the effects of existing debt levels on current
operations.

Debt

1. Are debt limits and coverage requirements described and calculated?
2. Is the amount of principal and interest payments presented through

maturity for each fund?
3. Are bond ratings shown?
4. Is the purpose of the different debt obligations included?
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City of Dunwoody, Georgia

62

St. Louis County, 
Missouri
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City of Andover, Minnesota
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#O3. Mandatory: A schedule or summary table of personnel or position
counts for prior, current and budgeted years shall be provided.

Position Summary Schedule

1. Is a summary table of position counts provided for the entire entity?
2. Does the table include the prior year, the current year, and budget year

position counts?
3. Are changes in staffing levels for the budget year explained?
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City of Rye, New York

66

City of Anchorage, Alaska
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#O4. Mandatory: Include departmental/program descriptions.

Departmental/Program Descriptions

1. Are organizational units clearly presented (e.g., divisions, departments,
offices, agencies, or programs)?

2. Are descriptions provided along with major priorities in each
organizational program?

68

Department Presentation
in the Operating Budget Document

• Design. Enhances clarity, consistency, graphics
• Brevity. Especially in financial schedules, text
• Services.  A description of services or functional 

responsibilities must be included.
• Issues.  Challenges, issues, opportunities
• Revenues. May include any fees or charges that the 

department generates
• Expenditures.  Analysis in a broad manner 68



69

City of Olympia, Washington

70

City of Alameda, California
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#O5. Include clearly stated goals and objectives of the department or
program.

Departmental/Program Goals and Objectives

1. Are departmental/program goals and objectives described?
2. Are departmental/program goals clearly linked to the strategic goals of

the entity?
3. Are objectives quantifiable?
4. Are timeframes on objectives noted?
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City of Alameda, California
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City of Fayetteville, 
Georgia
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#O6. Mandatory: Provide objective measures of progress toward
accomplishing the government’s mission as well as goals and objectives
for specific departments and programs.

Performance Measures

1. Are performance data for individual departments or programs included
in the document?

2. Are performance data directly related to the stated goals and objectives
of the department or program?

3. Do performance measures focus on results and accomplishments (e.g.,
output measures, efficiency and effectiveness measures) rather than
inputs (e.g., dollars spent)?
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City of North Port, Florida

76

City of Anaheim, 
California
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#C3. Include statistical and supplemental data that describe the
organization, its community, and population. It should also furnish other
pertinent background information related to the services provided.

Statistical/Supplemental Section

1. Is statistical information that defines the community included (e.g.,
population, composition of population, land area, and average
household income)?

2. Is supplemental information on the local economy included (e.g., major
industries, top taxpayers, employment levels, and comparisons to other
local communities)?

3. Is other pertinent information on the community (e.g., local history,
location, public safety, education, culture, recreation, transportation,
healthcare, utilities, and governmental structure) included?
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Town of Bluffton, South 
Carolina
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City of Markham, Ontario

80

Lethbridge County, Alberta
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#C4. A glossary should be included for any terminology (including
abbreviations and acronyms) that is not readily understandable to a
reasonably informed lay reader.

Glossary

1. Is a glossary that defines technical terms related to finance and
accounting, as well as non-financial terms related to the entity?

2. Are acronyms or abbreviations used in the document defined in the
glossary?

3. Is the glossary written in non-technical language?
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City of Martinez, 
California
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Lethbridge County, 
Alberta
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#C5. Charts and graphs should be used, where appropriate, to highlight
financial and statistical information. Narrative interpretation should be
provided when the messages conveyed by the graphs are not self-
evident.

Charts and Graphs

1. Are charts and graphs used in the document to convey essential
information (e.g., key policies, trends, choices and impacts)?

2. Are graphics explained?
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Clerk & Comptroller Palm Beach County, Florida

86

Coachella  Valley Water 
District,  California
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#C6. The budget information should be produced and formatted in such
a way as to enhance its understanding by the average reader. It should be
attractive, consistent, and oriented to the reader's needs.

Understandability and Usability

1. Are page formatting and font consistent?
2. Is the level of detail appropriate?
3. Are text, tables, and graphs legible and accurate?
4. Are links included to other forms of budget communication, like videos,

social media, etc.?
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City of Dunwoody, 
Georgia
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Douglas County, 
Wisconsin


