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$3,200 Per Household. Are You Getting Your Money’s Worth  
from Cuyahoga County Government?  

By James M. Trutko 
Cuyahoga County property owners just received a reappraisal of their property from the county’s fiscal office. 
For many property owners, the reappraisal will result in a substantial property tax increase in 2019. Most of 
the increase will flow to the Cuyahoga County government, so it’s worth asking how the county government is 
spending the public’s tax dollars and whether the public is getting its money’s worth.  

Most people will be surprised to hear that the county government alone spends about $1.7 billion or about 
$3,200 for each of the 535,000 households in Cuyahoga County. That total doesn’t include the spending of 
other county level entities like the Metro Parks, RTA, the Port Authority, the regional sewer district, Cuyahoga 
County Community College or the county library.  

 Last fall, the County Executive proposed a preliminary budget by department and the County Council 
approved the 2018-19 county budgets with minor changes in December 2017. Outside of county bureaucrats 
and a few policy wonks, probably no one read the supporting documents and the budget gained little news 
coverage.  

But even if the public were interested, it would be very difficult for the interested citizen to find and interpret 
the Cuyahoga County budget because the final budget has nearly 400 individual line items ranging in size from 
about $300 to over $125 million, organized into over 70 departments, boards and commissions. The budget is 
summarized into general categories but it’s hard to determine what is in the categories. Moreover, the recent 
budget is not comparable to the 2016-17 budget structure and it lacks detail on the final 2017 spending and 
the major item of salaries and fringe benefits.    

However, if one organizes the budget into the major functional groups with common sense definitions, it is 
possible to link the budget numbers of individual county departments to what Cuyahoga County citizens 
expect from their government.  

Here are a few examples of how much each household is paying for the different functions of county 
government and a few observations to put the spending in context.  

 Over 40% of the county budget is spent on Cuyahoga County health and human services. Each household 
spends about $1,360 ($727.8 million) on mental health and drug services, services to children and families, 
services to those with developmental disabilities, senior services and veterans’ services, as well as 
subsidies to service providers and Metrohealth. With few exceptions, most agencies do not indicate how 
many persons they serve. Neither the vague mission statements provided in the budget nor the strategic 
plans on the agencies’ website seem to connect to real performance indicators. Essentially, the county 
spends almost three-quarters of a billion dollars on human services to Cuyahoga County residents in need 
and it’s not possible for any citizen to determine whether the budget is sufficient or excessive, or whether 
any progress is being made on the basic social problems the agency is intended to address. 

 Each household also spends $712 ($381 million) on legal and safety services, including the courts, the 
prosecutor and public defender, the county sheriff, the medical examiner and other safety services. As 
with the health and social services, it’s difficult to evaluate whether county households are enjoying the 
safety and security that they want and deserve, but a simple visit to the county courts and the justice 
center doesn’t suggest bustling efficiency.   
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 The county’s administrative functions cost each household about $50 ($27.0 Million). However, 
administrative costs will grow by almost 9% from 2018 to 2019 when the overall budget is growing by 1%.  

 Each household is funding at least $280 of benefits doled out by the county’s human resource department. 
Based on a human resources budget of nearly $150 million and projected workforce of about 7,700, the 
county spends an average of nearly $20,000 per employee. The need to accommodate a 6% increase in 
FLEX benefits payments and a 2% cost-of-living-adjustment for county employees in departmental budgets 
seems to have received little public attention, but was a recurrent problem faced by many departments as 
shown throughout the preliminary budget documents. It may well  become even more of a problem in the 
future since the budget projects a slight increase in full-time employees in a county with a decreasing 
population. 

 Each household spends about $214 ($114.6 million) to finance development-related operations, the hotel 
and airport, development debt and workforce training. Economic growth is supposedly a high priority for 
the county, but the development department offers no “key performance indicators”—no surprise 
because there has been little growth in the county’s employment base. The Workforce Development 
Board touts its office move as a key accomplishment and promises “new target strategies” in the future. If 
one digs into the county’s portfolio of development assets and debt accumulated from past years (which 
includes debt for Steelyard Commons, the so-called “medical mart” and convention center, the airport and 
hotel) one can see many underperforming assets or assets that require subsidies.  

 The county spends about $177 per household on managing infrastructure repairs, including improvements 
of roads and bridges by the county engineer, solid waste management projects and sanitary engineer 
projects. (Water and sewer projects are managed by the regional sewer board.) In addition, the county is 
planning to spend about $87 million more in its capital improvement budget. This is a substantial amount 
of money, but a million dollars doesn’t buy a lot of infrastructure. To put the spending in perspective, the 
total operational and capital spending on infrastructure is about the amount spent on the Board for 
Developmental Disabilities. It’s not surprising that many citizens are concerned about the deterioration of 
local roads, bridges and sewer. 

So that’s how Cuyahoga County is spending $1.7 billion. 

After the county reform in 2010, many people expected better performance from county government.  It 
would be better if county government were restructured into fewer cabinet-level departments with clearly 
defined missions and performance indicators linked to defined output metrics such as persons served.  It 
would be better if there was a more transparent budget process, with online documents, updated in real time, 
providing comparative data on what has been spent and accomplished over the past several years. It would be 
better if local non-profits analyzed the budget carefully and local news organizations reported more about the 
budget process so that area residents would what they are paying for.  

The county government is spending $3,200 per household. Is the county government running efficiently, 
creating a climate for economic growth, making the county safer and getting services to the people that need 
them? The budget process and documents don’t tell you, and they should.  

Until citizens demand real budgetary accountability from Cuyahoga County government, you won’t be able to 
tell if you are getting your money’s worth.  

James M. Trutko is an economist and market research professional. The lifelong Cuyahoga County resident lives 
in Rocky River and can be reached at jmtrutko@gmail.com. 
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Function Description
 $ Per 
Hshld 

2018 Biennial 
Budget

2018 % of 
Total

2019 Biennial 
Budget

2018-19 
%Chg

Administration Co. Exec, Council , Communications, Co Planning, IT, 
Sustainabi lity, Innov & Perf, Inspector Genl 51$ 27.0$ 1.58% 29.4$ 8.5%

Administration- Elections Board of Elections 28$ 15.0$ 0.88% 12.8$ -14.7%

Administration- Finance Fiscal Office, Internal Audit, Treasury, Board Revision 93$ 50.0$ 2.93% 48.3$ -3.4%

Administration- Human 
Resources

Human Resources, Personnel  Review Commission 279$ 149.4$ 8.75% 156.0$ 4.5%

Facilities Mgmt
HQ, Central Svc, Huntington Gar, Maint Garage, Risk 
Mgmt, Mailroom, Custodial, Trades & Other Svc, Copy, 
Archives

108$ 58.0$ 3.40% 58.4$ 0.7%

Finance GF/Self Insur, HS Other Prog, Misc Paymts, Sales Tax, 
Financing Fund, GF/HHS Levy Oper Rev 30$ 15.9$ 0.93% 14.7$ -7.4%

Infrastructure Roads & Bridges, Co Engineer, Sanitary Eng, Soil/Water 
Conserv, Solid Waste Mgmt 178$ 95.4$ 5.59% 95.9$ 0.5%

Misc Dog Kennel, Soldiers & Sailors Monument, Agric 
Society, Memorial Dal Allowance 5$ 2.5$ 0.15% 2.5$ 1.3%

Subtotal- Administration & Other 772$ 413.2$ 24.20% 418.1$ 

Development Dept of Development, Regional Collaboration, Hotel , Airport 26$ 13.7$ 0.80% 11.7$ (0)

Development- Debt Medical Mart, GCHI/Conv Ctr, Steelyard, Westin Hotel , 
Sharker Sq, Rock & Roll, Gateway, Hotel  DS 165$ 88.0$ 5.15% 88.0$ -0.1%

Development- Workforce Cuya Co Educa Asst, Innov & Opportunities Act 24$ 12.9$ 0.75% 12.9$ 0.2%

Subtotal- Administration & Other 214$ 114.6$ 6.71% 112.6$ -1.8%

Finance- Medicaid Medicaid Sales Tax Transition 7$ 4.0$ 0.23% 12.0$ 200.0%

Soc Svc- ADAMHS Subsidy ADAMHS Subsidy 74$ 39.4$ 2.31% 39.4$ 0.0%

Soc Svc- Child/Families Children & Family Services 307$ 164.2$ 0.096164 166.4$ 1.3%

Soc Svc- Dev Disabilities Board of Developmental Disabil ities 351$ 188.0$ 11.01% 186.2$ -1.0%

Soc Svc- Health/Human Svc Health & Human Services 62$ 33.3$ 1.95% 32.9$ -1.4%

Soc Svc- Jobs/Family Svc Jobs & Family Services 152$ 81.4$ 4.76% 83.3$ 2.3%

Soc Svc- Senior Senior & Adult Services 36$ 19.1$ 1.12% 19.7$ 3.3%

Soc Svc- Vets Veterans Svc Funds, Veterans Svc Commission 14$ 7.4$ 0.43% 6.9$ -6.4%

Subsidy- GF Genl Fund Subsidy 125$ 67.0$ 3.92% 70.2$ 4.7%

Subsidy- HHS Levy HHS Levy Subsidy 304$ 162.6$ 9.52% 159.6$ -1.9%

Subsidy- Metrohealth Metrohealth Subsidy 61$ 32.5$ 1.90% 32.5$ 0.0%

Subtotal- Health & Human Services 1,493$ 798.8$ 46.78% 808.9$ 1.3%

Legal- Courts Court of Appeals, Clerk, Common Pleas, Juvenile, 
Municipal Judicial , Probate, Domestic Relations 268$ 143.6$ 8.41% 141.0$ -1.8%

Legal- Other Svc Supp Enforcemt, Law Dept/Library, Medical Examiner, 
Registrar, Prosecutor, Public Defender 207$ 110.8$ 6.49% 112.5$ 1.6%

Legal- Sheriff/Safety Svc Sheriff, Safety Services, Correctional  Facili ty 237$ 126.8$ 7.42% 129.0$ 1.8%

Subtotal- Legal 712$ 381.1$ 22.32% 382.6$ 0.4%

Grand Total 3,192$ 1,707.8$ 100.00% 1,722.2$ 0.8%

2018-19 Cuyahoga County Government Budget


