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Council Study Session 
September 20, 2021 

Agenda Item 
Discussion of Mandatory vs. Optional General Fund functions and service 
levels 

From Gary Milliman City Manager Pro Tem 

Contact Gary.milliman@ashland.or.us  

Item Type Requested by Council  ☒ Update ☐  Request for Direction ☐  Presentation ☐ 

SUMMARY 

Financial review: Discussion of mandatory vs. option General Fund functions/service levels. 

POLICIES, PLANS & GOALS SUPPORTED 

Ashland Mission Statement; City Council Goals (2015) 

BACKGROUND AND ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

Approved November 4, 2014 Mission Statement  

To support a resilient, sustainable community that lives within its means and maintains the distinctive quality of life 

for which it has become known -- in the face of external change and internal development – via direct delivery of 

basic services and leveraged enablement of enhanced services. 

The latest City Council Goals document is from 2019 and is attached.  A more extensive Strategic Plan, which 

included goals, was adopted in July 2015.  The “City Council Goals and Objectives” section of that report is also 

attached. The City Council scheduled a financial review study session concern for a policy discussion on mandatory 

vs. optional General Fund functions and service levels. 

The definition of mandatory/essential and optional functions and service levels is not clearly delineated but may 

differ by community.  Some cities may give higher value to certain services than citizens may do in another 

community, thus there may be a disparity in the allocation of resources when doing budget comparatives.  Some 

functions are self-mandated through Charter provisions approved by the voters.  Very few functions/service levels 

are mandated by other levels of government, although there are certain standards of service that are mandated should 

the City chose to provide a service. The City Manager Pro Tem has prepared some exh8ibits to assist the Council in 

this policy discussion.  Some questions to consider: 

• How do the functions and service levels of the City align with the Mission Statement and Goals?  Do the 

Mission Statement and Goals need updating? 

• What is an essential service versus an optional service? 

• What do Ashland residents consider to be an essential service? 

• The City Council and management should be utilizing the City’s Mission Statement and Goals as guiding 

principles in the City’s financial planning, organization development, service development and budget 

process.  Is this being done? 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION 

Council discussion and consider updating the City’s Mission Statement and Goals. 

REFERENCES & ATTACHMENTS 

Attachment 1: City Manager Pro Tem memo concerning essential services 

Attachment 2: Council Goals 2019 

Attachment 3: Council Goals 2015 
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Attachment 4: “What is the difference between mandatory and non-, mandatory services” CGG publication 

Attachment 5: “Maintenance of Essential Services” disaster management publication 

Attachment 6: “Fundamentals of Home Rule” League of Oregon Cities 



SOME THOUGHTS ON ESSENTIAL SERVICES 

GARY MILLIMAN, CITY MANAGER PRO TEM 

What is an “essential service”? 

Do we reduce traditional essential services to make way for newly identified essential services? 

How do we respond to the community’s changing perceptions of essential services? 

Are the taxpayers willing to pay for adding new essential services? 

How do we engage the community in this discussion? 

What are “essential”, “mandated” and “desired but non- essential (i.e., “optional”)” services?   

Here is my attempt at listing services in each of these categories…recognizing that some of 

these could move from one list to another depending upon what the citizens of Ashland 

determine to be essential or non-essential. 

What are essential services?  My sense is that most people would agree with the following 

traditional list. 

• Police and Fire…frequently characterized as “public safety” is usually at the top of the 

list. 

• Water.  Potable water and water available for fire suppression. 

• Wastewater disposal. 

• Flood control. 

• Solid waste disposal. 

What are mandated services? These are services mandated by the State of Oregon 

• Land Use Planning. 

• Regulatory compliance associated with services the City choses to provide. 

What are optional mandated services provided by the City of Ashland through its Charter? 

These are service that are optional for local government but are mandated by the citizens of 

Ashland. 

• A Municipal Court. 

• A Municipal Band. 

• Parks 

• Open Space Program 

What are non-essential, non-mandated services?    

• Citizen advisory commissions. 



• Street development and maintenance.  There is nothing that mandates that streets be 

paved; that we have traffic signals or sidewalks.  In fact, many of our streets have no 

sidewalks.  But if we do have sidewalks, then there are State/federal mandated 

standards for those sidewalks.  And, are streets part of public safety?  

• Landscape maintenance. 

• Street trees. 

• Services related to implementing policies enacted by the City Council, such as tree 

removal permits and historic district development review. 

• Economic development. 

• Housing. 

• Tourism promotion. 

• Water conservation – watershed management 

• Community celebrations and events. 

• Street lighting. 

• Recreation – Senior Center – Pool – Golf 

• Airport 

• AFN 

• Animal control 

There are degrees of providing an essential service. Is maintaining fire staffing at a level 

necessary to retain an ISO rating of 5 essential?  Is maintaining an average police response time 

of five minutes essential…or is it 10 minutes?  

Within the realm of essential services we find “support services.”  You can’t have Police Officers 

without paying them.  You can’t provide the equipment needed to douse a fire without the 

revenue to pay for it.  So, the administrative service, or support services, has evolved to 

perform these functions through devices such as budgets, payroll systems. HR, purchasing, legal 

and financial management…and taxes and fees. 

An example of a new essential service proposed by an Ashland resident recently is providing a 

City Veterinarian whose task it would be to provide medical services to, and care for, injured 

wildlife.  The proposal stemmed from the resident observation of injured deer in the 

community.  Is it the City’s role to provide such services?  No one from the Council contacted 

the City Manager to request that this item be placed on the agenda, so the presumption is that 

there no desire to consider providing such a service.  But that does not mean that a group of 

like-minded citizens could not form and fund what they have deemed as an essential service 

through a non-profit/government organization (NGO). This is exactly the genesis of the program 

known as “Wildlife Images”. 

As you know, I come from predominantly a small city background, so often think in those terms.   

But, I have also served as a City Manager in cities of 30,000 and 100,000. 



Both of my cities of 30/100,000: 

• Did not operate a Fire Department.  Both were located within the boundaries of the Los 

Angeles County Fire Department, which had a separate property tax.  Both were located 

within an ambulance district. 

• Did not have a City Attorney staff.  Both contracted for City Attorney, litigation, and 

specialized legal services as needed.  In both cities, the City Manager and department 

managers prepared ordinances and contracts which were then reviewed by a contract 

City Attorney. Neither City had a municipal court. 

• Did not operate a wastewater treatment plant.  They were both located in a regional 

sanitation district. 

• Did operate parks and recreation programs, including a golf course…. but not a 

swimming pool. 

• The City of 30,000 contracted its AP/AR and payroll functions and did not have a Finance 

Department. 

• Operated a Police Department…which was the City’s largest department…and 

considered the City’s most essential service. 

What I have learned in serving as City Managers in cities both large and small is that you don’t 

always need to provide an essential service with City employees; the City is not the sole 

provider of essential services; and providing an essential service is optional. 

 About fees…when I started working for the City of Bell Gardens in 1971 there were hardly any fees for 

anything.  The City was funded through property and sales tax.  I remember growing up in a 

neighboring community where my parents never paid a water or sewer bill…it was included in their 

property tax.  Now, we have this intricate system of fees for service…driven by the tax limitation 

movement and the expansion of government services…and increased regulation and competition for 

talent within what has become a government profession.  Fees for service has morphed from being a 

mechanism to have certain users of city services…such as building inspection… pay for those services 

rather than the general taxpayer so that the tax burden…shared by all…supports essential services 

while those needing special services “pay their way.”  But wait…now everyone pays separately for 

some essential services…like water and sewer…so the fee system has been expanded to fill gaps in 

traditional tax revenues.  

Hopefully, this paper will assist in the City Council discussion concerning essential, mandatory, 

and optional services. 
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