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Indianapolis Mayor Greg Ballard and Democratic challenger Melina

Kennedy disagree on whether he fulfilled a key campaign pledge from

2007 -- one that he said would determine whether he sought re-

election.

Shortly before ousting Democrat Bart Peterson, Ballard vowed to

chop those parts of the budget not related to public safety by 10

percent. And he gave himself three years to do it.

When Ballard announced his re-election bid in December, he couldn't

produce an accounting of that 10 percent cut. But he said he was

certain he'd met it.

He told The Indianapolis Star then: "We'll outline all that for you in the

future."

Welcome to the future -- just over a week

before the Nov. 8 election.

Ballard says he beat goal

Last week, the Ballard administration provided a spreadsheet

detailing changes in the budget from 2008 to 2011 -- a period in

which the overall city/county budget decreased from $1.22 billion to

$1.16 billion.

But that includes spending on public safety and criminal justice. The

document makes more than a dozen adjustments before arriving at its

conclusion: Spending targeted in Ballard's pledge decreased by 15.2

percent over three years, to $289.4 million.

To show Ballard exceeded his 10 percent reduction goal, his

administration made many adjustments to each year's budget. Those

changes amount to a deduction of more than $200 million from this

year's spending.

Among them:

Federal and state grant money is excluded.

Did Ballard fulfill budget promise? It depends
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Spending that occurred only in some years also is excluded. That

includes child welfare costs that the state took over in 2009 and

operation of recently merged township fire departments.

Other adjustments smooth out the varying costs of elections, a limited

vehicle-purchase program and major changes to bonds.

Though Ballard didn't single out debt payments for exclusion from his

pledge, his administration deducted $127 million in 2008 and $146

million this year. The category covers only debt that is paid back using

economic development revenue or service fees; City Controller Jeff

Spalding argues those payments shouldn't be included because they

don't rely on property taxes.

However, if you add those debt payments back to the bottom line, that

15.2 percent drop in spending decreases to a 7.1 percent drop.

"I'm very comfortable that we did what we said we were going to do,"

Ballard said Friday. He noted Peterson's advisers had forecasted a

growing deficit. "That isn't happening. I'm very comfortable with the

fiscal stability we've provided to the city."

Kennedy: Analysis faulty

The Star provided the Ballard administration's spreadsheet to

Kennedy's campaign for response.

The campaign didn't address Ballard's adjustments, but Kennedy

spokesman Jon Mills said:

"The mayor broke his promise to cut $70 million from the non-public

safety budget, just as he broke his promise to (fully) repeal the county

income tax increase. The mayor's budget analysis is another example

of this mayor misleading the taxpayer about his poor stewardship of

city dollars."

Mills argued that the budget, after removing public safety-related

costs, has increased $31 million from 2008 to 2011.

Also, he said, "this analysis does not take into account the hundreds

of millions in non-public safety budget spending called RebuildIndy,

which is still undeniably public spending financed by the residents of

Indianapolis, not 'free money' as the mayor would have us believe."

Who's right?

One problem complicating any independent take: The budget's

thousands of parts change from year to year, making apples-to-

apples comparisons difficult.

But Ballard's detailed analysis appears sound -- though he falls short

of his 10 percent goal if debt payments that aren't supported by

property taxes are added back to the bottom line.

Call Star reporter Jon Murray at (317) 444-2752.
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