
 

MEMORANDUM 

CC-25-139 

 
Emergency Fund Discussion 

 
Item Type: Informational Memorandum 

Prepared For: Mayor Lord and Homer City Council 

Date: May 3, 2025 

From: Melissa Jacobsen, City Manager 

 
At the April 28th City Council worksession, Council requested information on the history of the 
emergency fund as outlined in Homer City Code 3.05.049 and recommendations from Government 
Finance Officers Association (GFOA) regarding emergency fund balance.  
 
This code was established through the adoption of Ordinance 19-35(S) on August 12, 2019. The 
ordinance contains a myriad of code amendments, including a new section 3.05.049 General Fund-
Fund Balance. This section includes the establishment within the fund balance of the general fund 
an amount equal to four months’ revenue for the current fiscal year that is restricted to emergency 
use only. It further outlines that the emergency restricted fund balance shall only be spent to help 
the City of Homer provide quick response to weather, economic uncertainty and unexpected 
situations such as natural disasters so as to avoid the need for short-term borrowing. I’ve included 
copies of the minutes from the meetings where this was discussed and adopted, as requested. 
 
GFOA doesn't have specific, mandatory standards for emergency funds and recommends at least 
two months of operating expenses or revenues as an unrestricted fund balance.  This can be 
adjusted based on the City’s needs. When considering the unrestricted fund balance GFOA 
recommends considering: 

• The predictability of revenues and volatility of expenditures 
• Perceived exposure to one-time expenditures like disasters, unexpected capital needs, state 

funding cuts 
• Potential drains on general fund resources from other funds, along with resources available 

in other funds 
o Other funds may need financial support from the general fund 
o Loans or transfers because those other funds may be underperforming or facing 

shortfalls 
• Potential impacts to the bond rating 
• Commitments and assignments 

o Community Recreation Center project fund balance, as an example 
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n the same way it sets standards for other areas like budgeting or accounting. However, GFOA 
provides extensive guidance and recommendations for unrestricted fund balance in the general 
fund, which can serve as an emergency reserve. GFOA generally recommends at least two months of 
operating expenses or revenues as an unrestricted fund balance, but this is a minimum and can be 
adjusted based on specific circumstances.  
Here's a more detailed look at GFOA's approach to emergency funding: 
1. General Fund Unrestricted Balance:  

• Minimum Recommendation:  

GFOA recommends that general-purpose governments maintain an unrestricted fund 
balance in their general fund of at least two months of regular general fund operating 
revenues or expenditures.  

• Purpose:  

This fund balance acts as a cushion against unexpected events, including emergencies, 
revenue shortfalls, and sudden capital needs.  

• Adjustments:  

The appropriate level of unrestricted fund balance may need to be adjusted based on a 
government's specific circumstances, including its revenue stability, expenditure volatility, 
and exposure to potential disasters.  

2. Factors Influencing Emergency Fund Needs:  

• Revenue Predictability:  

Governments with more volatile revenue streams may need a larger fund balance to buffer 
against unexpected revenue shortfalls.  

• Expenditure Volatility:  

Governments with higher risk of sudden, unforeseen expenditures, such as disaster recovery 
costs, may need a larger fund balance.  

• Disaster Risk:  

Governments in areas prone to natural disasters may need a higher fund balance to cover 
emergency response and recovery costs.  

• Borrowing Costs:  

https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-1-d&channel=entpr&cs=0&sca_esv=647936d85f11601f&q=unrestricted+fund+balance&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiF2YK9mICNAxWiNzQIHaBbDWcQxccNegQIBBAB&mstk=AUtExfAMWqWce7ttZ5-N9NDHLZoEBpnK65sIVP2Z7DxV5A-iPTElEg-7zCeynC5NC_0OKWdGFyx8RJaIUG8rb4o2Z9_IdU_yMs6Zfc3efv6QJivjXmfDeRQBp49j2JpCDRcdCbNFK3ZWUSH_Q8HzDcPhwfD4p3Dv1IG8Lbhi4MiaGB-BF5A&csui=3
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Maintaining a healthy fund balance can improve a government's credit rating and potentially 
reduce borrowing costs.  

3. Disaster Recovery and Emergency Response:  

• Documentation:  

GFOA recommends that governments establish formal policies and procedures for 
documenting disaster-related costs to ensure maximum reimbursement from all levels of 
government.  

•  •  Resilience Planning:  
GFOA encourages governments to incorporate resiliency into their capital planning process to 
mitigate the effects of disasters.  
 
•  •  Risk Assessment:  
GFOA provides resources and guidance on risk assessment to help governments identify potential 
events that could impact their financial health. 
 
4. ARPA Funding (American Rescue Plan Act):  

• Guiding Principles:  

GFOA has issued guiding principles for the use of American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) funds, 
emphasizing their temporary nature and recommending their use for non-recurring 
expenditures, such as infrastructure investments, according to GFOA.  

•  •  Spending Restrictions:  
ARPA funds cannot be used to offset tax cuts, delay taxes, or be deposited into pension funds, 
according to GFOA.  
 
In summary, while GFOA doesn't mandate specific emergency fund amounts, it provides strong 
guidance on maintaining a healthy unrestricted fund balance in the general fund to act as an 
emergency reserve. This balance should be determined based on a government's unique 
circumstances and risk profile, and governments should also develop policies and procedures to 
effectively manage and respond to emergencies.  
  

https://www.gfoa.org/american-rescue-plan-spending-guiding-principles
https://www.gfoa.org/flc-analysis-of-american-rescue-plan


















 

Memorandum 19-097 
TO:  Mayor Castner and Homer City Council 

FROM:  Katie Koester, City Manager 

DATE:  August 7, 2019 

SUBJECT: Staff responses to questions on Ordinance 19-35 

The purpose of this memo is to answer questions that Councilmembers asked since the introduction of 
Ordinance 19-35.  

1.The Finance Director stated at introduction that we would no longer be able to track spending by project and 
would like to learn more about that (I know I’m oversimplifying). Is there a way we can establish our new 
reserve funds and also be able to track projects?  

Finance Director Walton’s statement was in reference to consolidating the General Fund 
Depreciation Reserve fund (156).  Currently, we have a “bucket” assigned with specific purposes 
(typically by department).  If we restructured the reserve fund into the CARMA fund and eliminated 
these “buckets” it would be much more difficult for us to keep track of expenditures.  To help 
explain, let’s use the City Hall Roof repair/replacement project.  Currently, there is a “bucket” 
assigned for City Hall (156-0384) and all invoices associated with this project would get assigned 
here.  If we chose to consolidate and eliminate those “buckets”, we would simply code all invoices to 
the CARMA fund (156) and they would be mixed in with all other invoices that impact that fund.  So, 
we would lose the quick ability to give current balances on reserve projects.  The only solution I can 
see to combat this is to create a spreadsheet that a staff member would have to manually update 
every time an invoice processes through (this would be in addition to the data entry that is necessary 
to actually pay the vendor). Part of the challenge is in the way our chart of accounts is structured and 
how that interfaces with the software. If Council decides to consolidate the funds we will explore 
purchasing an expanded package through Caselle and the cost of associated staff training.  

I will point out, Ordinance 19-35 does not dictate the consolidation of funds; you could still maintain 
CARMA as structured in the ordinance and have individual reserve accounts. (For example, existing 
code just establishes depreciation reserves, we have designated reserve and fleet reserve accounts 
under that authority).  

2. Chapter 3.05.012 Compete financial plan, b (lines 76-77). I know this is currently in code. Property taxes are 
specifically called out I this paragraph. I’m curious why property taxes only are called out. Wouldn’t we want to 
separately account for all revenue sources?  

I do not have the background on why property taxes is separated, but it is likely because this is the 
most politically sensitive revenue source. The section states “The budget shall begin with a clear 



general summary of its contents, which summary shall show principal sources of anticipated 
revenue, stating separately the amount to be raised by property taxes…” The language already 
requires principal revenue sources of revenue to be enumerated. Nevertheless, sales tax has become 
a critical component of our revenue, Council may want to consider calling out sales tax in addition to 
property tax since sales tax and property tax combined accounts for over 75% of general fund 
revenue.   

3a. Ordinance Section 4 would repeal Chapter 3.05.043 Health insurance reserve fund. You and I have 
discussed this fund in the past and the fact that the council likely removed too much money from this fund to 
allocate funds to the police station. Is it wise to repeal this fund? Where would we maintain reserves for health 
insurance if this fund is repealed? 

The answer to this question depends on how Council wants the fund to operate and the policy 
question of whether or not the city should be setting aside reserves specifically for health insurance 
expenses. After Council transferred funds from there to the police station project, we now budget 
that fund to zero every year. 

The 2019 budget uses the health insurance reserve fund as a mechanism to pay health insurance; we 
deposit $1,410 per employee per month there at the beginning of the year and make all health 
insurance payments from that fund. Finance has checked with the auditors and believes that we 
could still remove this section of code and keep the Health Insurance Reserve Fund for that 
purpose.  Under Ordinance 19-35 any accumulated funds would lapse at the end of the year. If 
Council wants a fund to set aside reserves for health insurance, I would recommend not deleting this 
section and adding a purpose section to existing code to provide clairty.  

3b.Background on this section and its use?  

The fund was created while the City of Homer was still self-insured. Council allowed funds to accrue 
in the fund to act as a buffer against the rising costs of health insurance. This helped insulate the 
operating budget from steep increases.  

If we repealed this section but maintained the fund as a cost center, we would still be required to 
have it in a separate section in our financial statements. 

4. How does a repeal of 3.05.042, Alternative funding for depreciation, impact 18.04.010, Disposition of 
Foreclosed Properties? 

There have been no instances of the City selling foreclosed property as an alternate funding source 
for depreciation since the ordinance was adopted. If Council repeals 18.04.010 and foreclosed 
property were to be sold, the authorizing ordinance would specify where the funds would go. As 
written, I would interpret 18.01.010 to direct funds from the sale of foreclosed properties to CARMA 
as the replacement fund for depreciation expenses. Council may want to consider clarifying this 
intent with a code change. 

5. The CARMA fund and the Capital Improvement fund both contain language about equipment replacement 
(see lines 173 and 184). Is this intentional or a mistake? Should equipment replacement be in CARMA since we 
are talking about replacement? If it is intentional to include equipment replacement in both funds, should we 
better define what we mean by equipment replacement in each case? I’m presuming we wouldn’t save money 
for the same equipment in each fund. 



Mayor Castner is preparing additional policy guidance regarding CARMA and the Capital 
Improvement Fund for council consideration. The substitute removes the reference to equipment in 
the Capital Improvement Fund.  

6. Ordinance Section 9 adding Chapter 3.05.050 Priority of funding, does not include all the funds established 
(see lines 209-212). Allocation to the Capital Improvement fund is missing. If this was intentional, I believe there 
still needs to be something in code that states how moneys will be allocated to fund. 

The Capital Improvement Fund acts much like a project fund where Council can put aside funds for 
specific projects. For example, the police station project would live in this fund. The funding of these 
projects is by Council, lines 185-186 “Monies in the Capital Improvement Fund shall be designated 
for major capital projects or initiatives, as identified and authorized by City Council.” This same 
language is retained in the substitute but consolidated into subsection a. 

6a. Lines 193-198 These two categories, restricted and unrestricted, are not “purposes” of the fund balance as 
indicated in lines 193-194. What is our current restricted fund balance? In our budget document, the fund 
balance recommendation of six months operating is to fund the operations of the City.  

Under proposed Ordinance 19-35, for 2019 $6,125,181 of the draft 2018 audit general fund fund 
balance would be restricted to emergency expenditures only leaving just over $300,000 as 
unassigned and available for appropriation.  

Per our statements found in the annual audit, there are four classifications of spendable fund 
balance: restricted, committed, assigned, and unassigned. Unaudited draft 2018 fund balances are 
included below.  

• Restricted fund balance – Reflects the constraints imposed on resources either (a) externally by 
creditors, grantors, contributors, or laws or regulations of other governments; or (b) imposed by 
law through constitutional provisions or enabling legislation. 

o Examples: HART fund balance and seawall 
o Restricted fund balance: $7,501,802 government wide  

 
• Committed fund balance – These amounts can only be used for specific purposes pursuant to 

constraints imposed by formal ordinances of the City Council-the government’s highest level of 
decision making authority.  Those committed amounts cannot be used for any other purpose 
unless the City Council removes the specified use through ordinance.  This classification also 
includes contractual obligations to the extent that existing resources in the fund have been 
specifically committed for use in satisfying those contractual requirements. 

o Examples: Police Station construction fund balance  
o Committed fund balance: $956,541 excluding bond revenue 

 
• Assigned fund balance – This classification reflects the amounts constrained by the City’s 

“intent” to be used for specific purposes, but are neither restricted nor committed.  The City 
Council has the authority to assign amounts to be used for specific purposes.  Assigned fund 
balances include all remaining amounts (except negative balances) that are reported in 
governmental funds, other than the General Fund, that are not classified as nonspendable and 
are neither restricted nor committed. 

o Examples: Water and sewer fund, depreciation reserves (156), fleet reserves (152), 
donation funds, and energy revolving loan fund.  



o Assigned fund balance: $8,436,860 
 

• Unassigned fund balance – This fund balance is the residual classification for the General 
Fund.  It is also used to report negative fund balances in other governmental funds. 

o Unassigned general fund balance: $6,425,584 
 

When both restricted and unrestricted resources are available for use, it is the City’s policy to use 
externally restricted resources first, then unrestricted resources-committed, assigned, and 
unassigned-in order as needed. 

 
6b. If this new designation is intended for emergencies only, is it available for cash flow purposes?  

The City operates under a central treasury, which means in practice all dollars are comingled; some 
are invested according to our investment policy, others are held in a liquid account with Alaska 
Municipal League Investment Pool (AMLIP) and Wells Fargo carries a cash balance. The movements 
of funds between Wells Fargo and AMLIP is fairly liquid.  For accounting purposes we track and keep 
the funds and accounts separate. 

6c.How does the City Council access those funds – what are the sideboards that constitute meeting the 
restriction imposed in this language?  

By Ordinance in accordance with the rules established by Council. Ordinance 19-35 provides the 
following guidance on lines 195-198 “Restricted fund balance shall not fall below six months 
operating revenue and is intended to help the City of Homer provide quick response to weather 
economic uncertainty and unexpected situations such as natural disasters so as to avoid the need 
for short term borrowing.” This is reworded in the substitute for clarity, but the intent remains the 
same. Mayor Castner is developing further policy guidelines on how these funds can be accessed for 
Council consideration.   

It is worth noting that because the restriction is imposed by Council and not an external constraint, 
such as by the voters or a funding agency, Council can exempt themselves from this section of code 
and spend the fund balance for any purpose, much like was done when the Permanent Fund was 
used to fund the police station.  

7. Under the proposed code, will unexpended and unencumbered appropriations from CARMA and CIF funds 
lapse back into their respective reserve accounts?  

No. Ordinance 19-35 gets rid of reserve accounts as we know them currently and replaces it with 
CARMA and CIF. Per section 3.05.035, funds in CARMA, Capital Improvement Fund, and general fund 
fund balance do not lapse at end of year. That section of code does provide some langue for when 
projects fizzle out (lines 144-147) “An appropriation for a capital expenditure shall continue in force 
until the purpose for which it is made has been accomplished or abandoned; the purpose of such 
appropriation shall be deemed abandoned if three years pass without disbursement or 
encumbrance of the appropriation.” This is current code.  

Enc: 

Ordinance 05-11(S) 
Ordinance 94-05 



HOMER CITY COUNCIL  
REGULAR MEETING MINUTES 
JULY 22, 2019 
 

 6 080519 mj 
 

and Structures, to Add Medical Clinics as a Permitted Use. Introduction June 24, 2019, 
Public Hearing and Second Reading July 22, 2019     

Memorandum 19-078 from City Planner as backup     

Mayor Castner opened the public hearing.  There were no comments and the hearing was 
closed. 

VENUTI/ERICKSON MOVED TO ADOPT ORDINANCE 19-31 BY READING OF TITLE ONLY FOR 
SECOND AND FINAL READING. 

There was no discussion. 

VOTE: NON OBJECTION: UNANIMOUS CONSENT 

Motion carried.  

c. Ordinance 19-32(S), An Ordinance of the City Council of Homer, Alaska, Amending 
Homer City Code 2.72 Advisory Planning Commission; Homer City Code 11.12.010 Street 
Address Assignment Plan Adopted;  Homer City Code 21.03.040 Definitions Used in 
Zoning; and Homer City Code 22.10.040 Applicable and Exempted Subdivisions to 
Change the Name of the  Advisory Planning Commission to the Planning Commission 
Throughout. Mayor. Introduction June 24, 2019, Public Hearing and Refer to Planning 
Commission July 22, 2019,  Second Reading August 12, 2019.   

Mayor Castner opened the public hearing.  There were no comments and the hearing was 
closed. 

ADERHOLD/LORD MOVED TO REFER ORDINANCE 19-32(S) TO THE PLANNING COMMISSION 
AND SCHEDULE FOR SECOND READING ON AUGUST 12TH. 

There were brief comments confirming that a question raised by the public at the last meeting 
had been answered.  

VOTE: NON OBJECTION: UNANIMOUS CONSENT. 

Motion carried.  

ORDINANCE(S) 

a. Ordinance 19-35, An Ordinance of the City Council of Homer, Alaska, Amending Homer 
City Code Chapter 3.05, Budget to Institute a Biennial Budget; Repealing Homer City 
Code 3.05.040, Equipment Replacement Reserve, Homer City Code 3.05.042, Alternative 
Funding For Depreciation, And Homer City Code 3.05.043, Health Insurance Reserve 
Fund;  Amending Homer City Code 3.05.045, Balanced Budget Requirements; and 

rkrause
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Enacting Homer City Code  3.05.046,    Emergency Operations Fund; 3.05.047, Capital 
Asset Repair And Maintenance Account; 3.05.048, Capital Improvement Fund; 3.05.049, 
General Fund - Fund Balance; And 3.05.050, Prioritization of Funding. Mayor. 
Recommended dates: Introduction July 22, 2019 Public Hearing and Second Reading 
August 12, 2019.         

ERICKSON/LORD MOVED TO INTRODUCE ORDINANCE 19-35 BY READING OF TITLE ONLY. 

It was noted that Council discussed this at their Committee of the Whole, and suggested that 
more discussion is needed. Lengthy discussion ensued regarding how to proceed to allow for 
more discussion and consideration, and still allow time for staff to do the work that needs to 
be done to present a budget to Council on schedule.  

Discussion points included: 
 Concern with the compressed timeline for adoption of this ordinance. 
 A lack of back up items including a memo that walks through the policy decisions, the 

Mayor’s budget chart from a previous meeting along with the City Manager’s report 
regarding fund balance and reserve policies, and more information from the Finance 
Department regarding annual cash flow and current general fund.  

 There are two effective dates, the early date allows the City Manager to proceed with a 
two year process and the later date allows time to address policy decisions. 

 Amending the ordinance to separate the portions that need to be addressed now for 
the two year budget cycle be addressed, and separate ordinance at the next meeting 
that addresses the rest of the code amendments.  

 Council can put in the time to stay on schedule to work through the ordinance and 
resolve the policy portions. 

 Submitting questions to the City Manager to have them addressed at the next meeting 
to keep this moving forward. 

 The Finance Director comment at Committee of the Whole that she’s comfortable with 
the ordinance and ready to move forward with it. 

 There things that need to be clarified to ensure there is a good understanding of the 
budget process and components of the fund balance, including the proposed new 
Capital Asset Repair and Maintenance Allowance fund. 

 
VOTE: YES: VENUTI, SMITH, ADERHOLD, LORD, STROOZAS, ERICKSON 
 
Motion carried.  
 
CITY MANAGER'S REPORT 

a. City Managers Report         
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