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St. Louis

St. Louis bounced back two years after the Great Recession
as revenue rebounded and spending was cut

St. Louis’ revenue bounced back in 2011 from the Great Recession to surpass the previous peak by 2 percent,
but financial challenges remain. Increases in aid from other governments and sales tax, the city’s largest
revenue category, drove the growth in 2011 revenue. (See Figure 1.) At the same time, operating spending
decreased, helping the city bolster its reserves. Meanwhile, St. Louis’ pension funding levels took a hit during
the Great Recession, though reform efforts are moving forward.!
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Total revenue dropped $31 million from its peak in 2009 to the low point just one year later, after adjusting
for inflation. The main factors in those losses were declines in the gross receipt tax and St. Louis” earnings
and payroll taxes.

Despite the losses, operating spending increased $17 million in 2010, led by housing and economic
development. That spending growth forced the city to draw down reserves by 38 percent.



Almost every revenue stream contributed
to the 2011 rebound, and spending cuts continued

Virtually all of St. Louis’ revenue categories bounced back in 2011. The largest growth was a $19

million increase in intergovernmental aid, which included some funds from the American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act. Sales tax receipts rose $11 million after an increase in the rate on the MetroLink light rail
system, and a $9 million rise in charges and fees was mainly because of new refuse collection fees.? Voters
approved the continuation of the city’s income tax through 2016, when another referendum will be held.’
Property tax collections were the only revenue source to decline between 2010 and 2011, though they did
so by less than 1 percent.

With reserves diminished from earlier revenue losses, St. Louis cut operating spending $27 million in 2011.
(See Figure 2.) Public safety, the city’s largest expenditure category, declined $11 million in 2011, despite a
voter-approved, dedicated, half-cent sales tax passed in 2007.*
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Managing the future: St. Louis is working to
rebuild reserves and reform its pension system

Demand for services, investment decisions, and revenue performance driven by economic activity and
demographic changes will shape St. Louis’ fiscal future. Long-term factors of financial health, which can be
analyzed using the data available, are pensions and retiree health obligations and reserve levels.

The tax and fee increases and spending cuts helped St. Louis replenish $3 million in reserves in 2011.
Looking forward, the city’s strategic financial plan recommends allocating 5 percent of total expenditures
toward rainy-day funds.’
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Although the city’s pension plans were 87 percent funded in 2010,° the rising cost of firefighter pensions
threatened the closure of firehouses—an outcome ultimately averted in 2011 by an infusion of federal grant
money.” Mayor Francis Slay has focused on revising the firefighters’ pension system: In 2012, city aldermen
approved substantial changes that would create a city-run system with lower benefits for new hires. A recent
court ruling affirmed the reform package, though the plaintiffs may appeal.®

See Pew’s 30-city interactive at pewstates.org/City-Fiscal-Conditions-Interactive for complete data.
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