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Last Call for 
Speakers and Topics 

for the 2021 
SDA Annual Conference!

Time is running out to submit your ideas for speakers 
and topics for the 2021 SDA Annual Conference! 

The deadline is Friday, March 26 at 
5:00 pm so don’t wait any longer! 

Although the exact format of Conference this year has not yet been decided, the 
educational sessions remain one of the key components of the event, whether we 
are in-person or virtual. Each year we receive a large number of quality suggestions, 
and we are thrilled to report that this year has been no different! “Our members con-
tinue to provide the most timely and informative training ideas,” said SDA Executive 
Director Ann Terry. “I’m looking forward to reviewing all of the submissions we have 
received!”

If you have been thinking about sending us an idea, there’s still time. But, don’t 
delay! Whatever suggestions you have, big or small, we want to hear from you!

As you are thinking about what should be included in this year’s breakout sessions, 
here are a few things that might help get those ideas flowing:

	» What are the hot topics that districts need to know more about?
	» Are there successful projects or case studies from which others could learn?
	» Is there a general subject that you could use a refresher course on (and maybe 

others could, too)?
	» Are you an expert who has suggestions on important topics to present?

And the best part is the process is super easy. Simply go to the SDA website at 
www.sdaco.org to share your suggestions for a breakout session, recommend a great 
speaker, or both! 

As always, please call our office at 303-863-1733 if you have any questions.

And don’t forget 
to mark your 
calendar to join 
us in Keystone, 
September 14-16 
(remember, that’s 
Tuesday, September 
14 through Thursday, 
September 16)!
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Spencer Fane LLP | spencerfane.com
1700 Lincoln Street, Suite 2000 | Denver, CO 80203

Phone: 303.839.3800 | Fax: 303.839.3838

Spencer Fane is the law firm where your leaders work 
with our leaders. With over 120 combined years of 
special district experience in Colorado, we can handle all 
of your district’s legal needs. Advancing the interests of 
your district is our priority.

Special Districts are 
our Specialty. 

Online Government Surplus Auctions

Contact your local GovDeals representative: 
970-819-1267 | rjordan@govdeals.com 

In 2020, Colorado entities sold 
over $6.9 Million on GovDeals.
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Evan Goulding, Consultant and former SDA 
Executive Director.

Ask Evan

The audit required by law in 
Colorado would be catego-
rized as a financial audit. It 

consists of a thorough examination of the 
financial books and records of the district 
and writing a detailed report of the steps 
taken and the findings of the audit. An au-
dit provides independent third-party as-
surance to the Board and public that the 
subject matter is free from misstatement 
or error. It seeks to provide only reason-
able assurance that the statements are 
free from material error. In the case of fi-
nancial audits, a set of financial statements 
are said to be true and fair when they are 
free of material misstatements.

A couple of caveats: 

1.	 While a financial audit is a legal 
and practical necessity to identify 
and guard against either mistakes 
in accounting or intentional 
misstatements, it is not an absolute 
guarantee against embezzlement 
or theft. A shady employee can find 
ways to embezzle or steal without 
the theft ever reaching the financial 
statements. A sharp-eyed auditor 
may notice inconsistencies that can 
be traced, but such theft is more 
likely to be discovered by a diligent 
examination of internal controls.

2.	While a financial auditor will 
carefully examine the internal 
controls of the district and make 
suggestions for improvements, 
unless the audit engagement calls 
for it, the auditor is not a guarantor 
of the effectiveness of your 
internal controls.

In addition to the mandatory financial 
audit, the Board may wish to have a per-
formance audit more specifically geared 

to examine other functions of the district. 
Performance audit refers to an indepen-
dent examination of a program, function, 
operation, or the management systems 
and procedures of a governmental or non-
profit entity to assess whether the entity is 
achieving economy, efficiency, and effec-
tiveness in the employment of available 
resources. Safety, security, information 
systems performance, and environmental 
concerns are increasingly the subject of 
audits. There has been an increasing need 
for performance audits, examining their 
success in satisfying mission objectives. 

In general, a performance audit may be 
engaged to look into the following and 
other functions:

	» Management 
This will examine the effectiveness of 
management systems and functions, 
particularly looking for waste; failure 
to perform expected and needed 
functions; HR processes; sufficiency 
or excess of personnel contingent; 
compliance with internal rules and 
regulations; etc.

	» Legal or Regulatory Audit 
The district’s legal counsel should 
be performing this function annually, 
seeking to make sure that all of the 
filings and other legal and regulatory 
duties are fulfilled. Occasionally, 
however, certain functions are 
overlooked. It falls to the Board to call 
in an independent examiner to verify 
that the district has met all legal and 
regulatory functions. Incidentally, if a 
district is contemplating a bond issue, 
bond counsel will comb the records 
with a fine-tooth comb to make sure that 
there won’t be a challenge to the bonds 
due to a failure to perform a function.

	» Forensic Audit 
When there is any suspicion that 
there may be missing money, 
embezzlement, or other irregularities, 
an investigative audit in which 
accountants that specialize in both 
accounting and investigation may 
be called for, seeking to uncover 
frauds, missing money, or negligence. 
Forensic accountants may also be 
called on to gather evidence in 
case of a prosecution, dismissal, or 
settlement.

	» Safety or Risk Management 
A safety or risk management audit 
will observe and analyze the district 
facilities, procedures, and policies that 
can prevent accidents and/or injuries 
as well as repetitive practices that 
will lead to staff or public harm. The 
Colorado Special Districts Property and 
Liability Pool (CSD Pool) is qualified to 
perform these examinations, and CSD 
Pool members can contact the CSD 
Pool to schedule an audit.

We are aware of the requirement to have an 
annual audit done and to file the audit report 
with the Office of the State Auditor. But we 

are not sure exactly is included in that audit and if there 
is a need to have a broader audit done?

Q:

A:

An audit it is not an 

absolute guarantee against 

embezzlement or theft.

www.sdaco.org
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A Professional Corporation
Attorneys at Law

Serving Colorado Special Districts & Other Political Subdivisions

4725 South Monaco Street, Suite 360, Denver, Colorado 80237
www.isp-law.com  |  303.292.9100

Water
Supply

Treatment 
Storage

Distribution

Wastewater
Collection

Lift Stations
Force Mains
Treatment

Funding Assistance
Grant & Funding Assistance

Feasibility Studies

Drainage
Hydrology
Detention

Conveyance Systems

Facilities Management
GIS Mapping

Operations Consultation

Utility Consultants
Municipalities

Special Districts
Non-Profits

Utilities
Planning

Permitting

GMS Inc. 
Serving Colorado and Kansas

(719) 475-2935
Colorado Springs, CO  
jmeyer@gmsengr.com

GMS
INC

CONSULTING
ENGINEERS
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Guest article by Carolyn R. Steffl, Esq. 
Moses, Wittemyer, Harrison and Woodruff, P.C.

Have you made a New Year’s 
Resolution to clean up your 
district’s office, sort through 
old files, or get rid of clutter 

on your server? Before you follow Marie 
Kondo and toss anything that does not 
bring you joy, remember that special dis-
tricts are legally required to hold on to cer-
tain records permanently or for a set period 
of time. Therefore, your first step toward a 
more organized 2021 should be to adopt 
a records retention policy that sets forth 
which documents need to be kept and 
which can be destroyed. 

Luckily, you are not on your own. The 
Colorado State Archives works to “pro-
vide best practices and guidelines for the 
administration of government created re-
cords,” including special district records. 
In coordination with SDA and DOLA, the 
State Archives created a Special District 
Records Management Manual that sets 
forth guidelines on how long to retain 
each type of document. The Manual is 
available at: https://www.colorado.gov/
pacific/archives/special-districts-records-
management-manual-0. In addition, the 
State Archives provides other resources 
for organizing your documents and guid-
ance on specific questions like whether to 
store paper or electronic versions of your 
records; whether a district needs to retain 
emails and social media posts; and how to 
destroy documents when no longer need-

ed. Finally, if a district has records that must 
be maintained permanently and are not in 
active use, such as old agendas, minutes, 
resolutions, or records of historical import, 
the documents can be transferred to the 
State Archives for storage.

This article provides additional detail on 
why and how to adopt a records retention 
policy, but given the breadth of the subject, 
feel free to reach out to the State Archives, 
your district’s attorney, or the author, Caro-
lyn Steffl, if you have additional questions.

Why Adopt a Records Retention Policy?

A retention policy is required for digital 
documents.

Under the Colorado Open Records Act 
(CORA), a special district’s official custodi-
an is required to adopt a policy regarding 
the retention, archiving, and destruction 
of public records which are kept only in 
miniaturized or digital form. (§24‑72‑203, 
C.R.S.) Public records are defined broadly 
as including all writings (books, papers, 
maps, photographs, recordings, emails, 
etc.) that are made, maintained, or kept 
by any special district and held for use in 
functions required or authorized by law 
or involving the receipt or expenditure of 
public funds, unless an exception applies. 
(§24‑72‑202(6)-(7), C.R.S.) Many digital 
documents and files may be considered 

New Year? 
Time for a 
New Records 
Retention Policy

In coordination 

with SDA and 

DOLA, the 

State Archives 

created a Special 

District Records 

Management 

Manual that sets 

forth guidelines 

on how long to 

retain each type 

of document. 

www.sdaco.org
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https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/archives/special-districts-records-management-manual-0
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Since 1995, the Colorado Employer Benefit Trust has partnered with
Colorado Special Districts to provide benefit solutions that are
superior and affordable. With more than 230 Special Districts
belonging to the Trust, CEBT is recognized for its comprehensive
benefit offerings, exceptional customer service, and ability to
customize to meet each client's unique needs.

" To provide quality health benefit options at a competitive
cost with superior service to eligible employer groups."

Medical - Dental - Vision - Life - LTD/STD

303-803-9108 Frank.Urman@WillisTowersWatson.com www.cebt.orgwww.cebt.org

For more information contact:

Lower Risk

Reduced Administrative Costs

A Long-term Stable Solution for Your District

By joining CEBT's self-insured pool you can enjoy:

Special District Group
THE RIGHT PARTNER TO REALIZE YOUR VISION

Since 1895. Member SIPC and NYSE. © 2020 Piper Sandler & Co. 12/20

14
Dedicated industry 
professionals

20+
Years of deep  
industry expertise

The Piper Sandler special district group is comprised of 14 dedicated professionals with leadership that has 20+ years of  
experience underwriting more than $12 billion in district debt. A proven team on a powerful platform. To learn more about how 
we can help you realize your vision, visit PiperSandler.com/SpecialDistricts. 

Sam Sharp 
Head of Special District Group

Zach Bishop 
Managing Director

P. Jonathan Heroux 
Managing Director

Kyle Javes 
Managing Director

Yaffa Rattner 
Managing Director

Mike Sullivan 
Sr. Vice President

Cory Johnson 
Vice President  
 
Morgan Gourgues 
Assistant

John Kolstoe 
Vice President 
 
Sara Jezek 
Assistant

Marc Ragan 
Vice President

Shelby Turner 
Vice President

Mike Ryan 
Asst. Vice President

Jake Smith 
Associate 

. . . contributing to a cleaner, safer Colorado through low-cost loans 
to governmental entities for all types of water infrastructure projects.

Call 303-830-1550 or e-mail info@cwrpda.com | www.cwrpda.com
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public records such as: emails, texts, 
website postings, GIS maps, videos, word 
and pdf documents, documents saved on 
thumb drives or DVDs, audio tapes, and 
more. As the world becomes increasingly 
digitized, a records retention policy is re-
quired for most, if not all, special districts.

Having a retention policy will minimize 
the risk of destroying documents that the 
district is legally required to maintain.

Under Colorado and federal law, special 
districts are required to maintain differ-
ent types of documents for specific time 
periods. Adopting a records retention 
policy will minimize the risk of destroying 
documents that your district is required 
to retain, reducing the risk of legal liability 
or bad publicity. Some examples of docu-
ments that must be retained for a minimum 
amount of time (this is by no means a com-
plete list) include:

	» Recordings of executive sessions 
must be retained for 90 days after the 
executive session. 

	» Some documents need to be retained 
permanently, including annual reports, 
certified election results, final budgets, 
agendas, minutes, bylaws, and 
resolutions.

	» The District may not destroy any 
documents that are relevant to 
pending or anticipated litigation, 
claims, actions, or audits.

The State Archives’ Records Manage-
ment Manual for special districts includes 
required or recommended retention peri-
ods for each type of document, based on 
the type of record (minutes, deeds, etc.). 
When you adopt a records retention policy, 
it is also a good time to consider the meth-
od of storage to make sure that documents 
will be available in perpetuity, even if the 
software for reading electronic documents 
changes over time.

Having a retention policy will allow you 
to destroy documents that are no longer 
needed.

There are lots of reasons why a district 
would not want to retain every document, in-
cluding: (a) records take up a lot of physical 
and digital space; (b) it can be hard to locate 
the most important documents; (c) respond-
ing to document requests becomes more 

cumbersome and costly if you hold onto all 
records perpetually; (d) the district may have 
duplicate and draft copies which are not 
needed, creating confusion about the final 
version; and (e) moving offices or changing 
computer software means transferring all of 
the documents to their new home, a costly 
and time-consuming proposition.

Once a special district adopts the Special 
District Records Management Manual with 
approval by the State Archives, the State 
Archives will send that district an annual 
letter authorizing destruction of documents 
that no longer need to be retained under 
the Manual. Destroying old documents on 
an annual basis, after receipt of that letter, 
avoids haphazard destruction that could 
create a perception that the district is trying 
to hide something. The district then files a 
certification of records disposal summariz-
ing the amount of documents destroyed 
and the method of disposal. This provides 
a paper trail in case you are looking for a 
record in the future.

How to Adopt a Records Retention Policy
A special district can adopt the form Spe-
cial Districts Records Management Manual 
or draft and adopt its own specific records 
retention policy. Since it would take a lot 
of work and legal review to draft a policy 
from scratch, this is not an appealing op-
tion for most districts. However, if you have 
unique needs, you can adopt the state’s 
Records Management Manual with specific 
exceptions, for example if district bylaws, 
rules, or resolutions require retention of a 
particular type of document longer than the 
recommended period of time. The records 
retention policy should be adopted by res-
olution, and the State Archives provides a 
sample resolution. See https://www.colora-
do.gov/pacific/archives/common-records-
management-documents

Next, the district must complete and 
submit the approval request form to the 
State Archives, requesting permission to 
use the Special District Records Retention 
Manual and noting any applicable local ex-
ceptions. Barring any local exceptions, the 
standard retention schedule will control. 
The approval remains effective indefinitely, 
unless rescinded by the special district or 
the State Archives. Special districts are re-
quired to consult with the State Archives in 
the event any changes need to be made to 
the schedule.

There are several advantages to partici-
pating in the State Archives’ program, two 

of which are (1) reassurance that the policy 
complies with state law and is sanctioned 
by the State Archives; and (2) support from 
the State Archives to implement the policy. 
The Records Management Manual is com-
prehensive and searchable. It is organized 
by the type of document -- building re-
cords, election records, financial records, 
etc. Under the policy, the retention period 
is based on the content, not the physical 
form of the record (paper, email, computer 
disk, etc.). If you cannot find a specific type 
of document on its list, you can call the 
State Archives with questions.

The State Archives maintains a list of 
special districts that have adopted the form 
Records Management Manual. A participat-
ing special district will annually receive a 
records retention disposition authorization 
from the State Archives. This notice provides 
legal authorization to destroy certain docu-
ments in accordance with the schedule. As 
necessary, it may require the special district 
to preserve certain records if required by 
the Attorney General or the State Auditor 
or due to pending litigation. Once the spe-
cial district has disposed of the records, the 
special district must return a certificate of 
disposal form to the State Archives. 

Adopting a records retention policy is a 
big task. The Special District Records Man-
agement Manual is around 125 pages long. 
Implementing a records retention policy 
involves the upfront work of inventorying 
existing documents, as well as annually re-
viewing the policy and records, destroying 
documents, and submitting a report on the 
records destroyed. But, if you are ready to 
take on the task of organizing your docu-
ments and paring down those that you 
do not need to keep, a records retention 
policy is the way to go. In the long run, it 
will be easier to find what you need and will 
streamline district operations for 2021.

www.sdaco.org
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County 
Health Pool

A Better Healthcare Choice 
for all local governments

For more information or a quote, contact: 
Meredith Burcham 

County Technical Services Inc.
800 Grant Street, Suite 400

Denver, Colorado 80203
303-861-0507

mburcham@ctsi.org

As an SDA member, take control of 
health care costs by pooling with other 
local governments, a long-term, cost-
saving option that has been meeting 

insurance needs since 1984. 

Medical

Dental

Vision

Life

COBRA

HIPAA

303.674.3379
mail@jsimonson.com | Evergreen, Colorado 

Special District Management
& Accounting Servicesof

C E L E B R A T I N G

Water Distribution &
Sewer Collection Systems

High quality 
service 24/7/365

 since 1979

Big enough
to handle any job,

small enough
to care about

every job

303.791.2521  www.clwsi.com

Excavating Division
• New Installations
• Repairs
• Replacements

Service Division
• Systems Operations
• Maintenance
• Inspections

Trenchless Division
• Fiberglass UV Cured In Place Pipe
• Quadex Geopolymer Lining System Installer
• Sewer Shield Manhole Rehabilitation
• Sewer Robotics
• Tap Rehabilitation
• LMK Installer
• Pipe Bursting
• Slip Lining

946048_CL.indd   1 22/12/18   12:09 PM

303.431.6100
martinmartin.com

PROVIDING SPECIAL DISTRICT
ENGINEERING SERVICES 
FOR OVER 30 YEARS
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Region Corresponding DOLA Region Date/Time Zoom Information

Central/
North Central 
Colorado

North Central
Larimer, Weld, Boulder, Gilpin, Adams, Broomfield

First Monday 
each Month
12:00pm-12:45pm

Join Zoom Meeting 
https://bit.ly/2NhhTwA
Meeting ID: 849 9910 6928
Passcode: 585709
Phone: 346-248-7799

Central
Clear Creek, Jefferson, Denver, Broomfield, Arapahoe, 
Douglas, Elbert, El Paso, Teller

Eastern 
Colorado

Northeastern
Morgan, Logan, Sedgwick, Phillips, Yuma, Washington, Kit 
Carson, Lincoln, Cheyenne

3rd Wednesday 
each Month
1:30pm-2:15pm

Join Zoom Meeting  
https://bit.ly/3qeAY14
Meeting ID: 849 1244 3723
Passcode: 321784
Phone: 346 248 7799

Southeastern
Pueblo, Huerfano, Las Animas, Baca, Prowers, Bent, Otero, 
Crowley, Kiowa

South Central 
Colorado

South Central
Lake, Chaffee, Fremont, Custer, Saguache, Mineral, Rio 
Grande, Alamosa, Conejos, Costilla

3rd Thursday 
each Month
2:00pm-2:45pm

Join Zoom Meeting  
https://bit.ly/372RJ7F
Meeting ID: 883 6311 3346
Passcode: 393007
Phone: 669 900 6833 US

Southwest 
Colorado

Southwest
Montrose, San Miguel, Ouray, Dolores, San Juan, Montezuma, 
La Plata, Archuleta

Last Monday 
each Month
5:45pm-6:15pm

Join Zoom Meeting  
https://bit.ly/3tRM9iw
Meeting ID: 873 3623 6129
Passcode: 823648
Phone: 346 248 7799

Northwest 
Mountains

Northern Mountains
Routt, Jackson, Grand, Summit, Eagle, Pitkin, Park

Last Friday of 
each Month
12:00pm-12:45pm

Join Zoom Meeting  
https://bit.ly/3cZsffs
Meeting ID: 828 4838 0054
Passcode: 506158
Phone: 346 248 7799

Northwestern
Moffat, Rio Blanco, Garfield, Mesa, Delta, Gunnison, Hinsdale

Questions?
Email Xander Martin, Deputy Coordinator for  
COVID-19 Response: Xander.Martin@state.co.us

Upcoming Local 
Government Meetings 
by DOLA Region
Hosted by Governor’s COVID-19 Response Team, DOLA, CDPHE, CDPS

Be sure to tune in to these recurring local 
government meetings to get the latest COVID-19 
updates for your specific region of the state!
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Special Districts Take on Federal Policy with 
the National Special Districts Coalition

Guest article by Cole Karr, National Special Districts Coalition and the California Special Districts Association

Colorado’s special districts now have 
a stronger voice in the hallways and 
offices on Capitol Hill and in the 

White House through SDA and the National 
Special Districts Coalition (NSDC).

SDA is one of five founding members of 
the NSDC along with state special district associations in Califor-
nia, Florida, Oregon, and Utah. The Coalition was formed in 2018 
to share best practices and serve as a forum for special district 
associations across the country. All together, the “Founding Five” 
state associations represent the interests of approximately one-
quarter of the nation’s special districts providing a myriad of ser-
vices to millions of Americans.

Ann Terry, SDA’s Executive Director, is thrilled with the cre-
ation of the Coalition. “I am so excited that SDA is involved with 
this new, resource-heavy organization,” she said. “The concept 
of establishing a national-level group to work on behalf of spe-
cial districts across the country really started with Evan Gould-
ing, and I am delighted that after a lot of collaborative work, this 
concept has now come to fruition. The new resources that are 
available for training, education, and advocacy are invaluable 
for SDA members.”

During the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, NSDC members band-
ed together to take on federal policy matters as a result of the 
broad exclusion of special districts from accessing fiscal relief 
for local governments. The Coalition began educating members 
of Congress on the basics of special districts and conveyed their 
pandemic-driven needs. This focused, dedicated advocacy cam-
paign resulted in the Coalition’s first piece of federal legislation, 
the Special Districts Provide Essential Services Act, which was 
introduced in both the U.S. House of Representatives and the 
U.S. Senate. The bipartisan efforts were capitalized on with the 
support of more than 80 special district stakeholder partners 
across the country, with momentum continuing into 2021.

Congressman John Garamendi, D-Calif., and Senator 
Kyrsten Sinema, D-Ariz., jointly reintroduced the legisla-
tion (H.R. 535 and S. 91) in January 2021 with the goal 
of its inclusion in future COVID-19 relief packages. 
Colorado’s special districts are encouraged to support 
these measures and communicate their positions to 

Senators Michael Bennet and John Hick-
enlooper as well as their U.S. House Rep-
resentative, and/or to sign onto the list of 
national supporters.

Moreover, SDA and NSDC are excited 
to be working with two top-notch DC-

based advocacy firms, The Ferguson Group and Paragon Govern-
ment Relations, that both possess local government expertise to 
represent the federal interests of special districts. With this new 
partnership, SDA members will not only get the benefit of federal 
advocacy and representation, but they will also receive enhanced 
access to federal grant opportunities and services.

COVID-19 relief access is only the beginning for NSDC. The Co-
alition will be developing its federal advocacy platform over the 
course of the coming months and will establish its core issues of 
interest. A top priority will be the establishment of a “special dis-
trict” definition in the U.S. Code for use in legislation concerning 
local government programs.

“Establishing a special district definition in law is a key step that 
will help with future federal legislation, which is of course impor-
tant to ensure future funding,” Ann explained.

Other topics of interest are likely to include infrastructure invest-
ment; disaster mitigation and response; refined representation in 
U.S. Census data; federal forest management; and more.

In addition, the Coalition aims to grow in size with the addition of 
state-based and national trade associations that have special dis-
trict memberships. NSDC’s new federal advocacy efforts also level 
special districts nationally with our municipal counterparts, and the 
Coalition will seek partnerships with their organizations, such as the 
National Association of Counties and the National League of Cities, 
when possible.

The future is bright for the nation’s special districts. SDA and 
NSDC will continue to illuminate special districts’ issues and in-

crease our districts’ national stature. For more information on 
the Coalition, please visit www.nationalspecialdistricts.org. 

Editor’s Note: Cole Karr is the National Special Dis-
tricts Coalition’s Federal Advocacy Coordinator and a 
regional public affairs coordinator for the California 
Special Districts Association.
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https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/535?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22hr+535%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=2
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Congratulations to the 2021  
SDA Leadership Academy Fellows!

The 2021 SDA Leadership Academy 
got off to a thrilling start in mid-
February, and we are very excited 

to be working with this year’s new group of 
Leadership Fellows!

Our kickoff event was held via Zoom on 
February 17 and featured keynote speaker 
Nick Kittle, a government performance 
and innovation speaker and coach. Nick 
believes in using our strengths to mini-
mize our weaknesses and build effective 
teams at any level in an organization. He 
has created forward-leaning programs and 

ideas that have been adopted nationally by 
Fortune 100 companies and governments 
across the nation. Nick’s presentation was 
the perfect way to kick off this unique year-
long program!

Ann Terry, SDA’s Executive Director, 
looks forward to welcoming the Leader-
ship Fellows each year. “We very much 
enjoyed meeting our fantastic new group 
of Fellows! They represent a wide variety 
of districts and organizations from across 
Colorado and will undoubtedly bring 
valuable experiences and knowledge to 
our group as we work together through-
out 2021.”

Please join us in congratulating the 2021 
Leadership Academy Fellows listed below!

Name District/Organization Title

Chad Alevras Gregory & Associates CEO

Anthony Baker Fire & Police Pension Association of Colorado Field Education and Employer Outreach 
Representative

Christina Barkley Leyden Rock Metropolitan District District Manager

Chief Karl Bauer Eagle River Fire Protection District General Manager and Fire Chief

Carrie Billingsly Meridian Service Metropolitan District Supervising Accounting Technician

Kayla Blair Community Resource Services of Colorado (CRS) Assistant Manager

Jim Bradford Eagle County Paramedic Services CEO/COO

Anthony Briseno CEBT Associate Director

Jane Burk Livermore Fire Protection District Secretary, Board of Directors

Krystin Campion Estes Park Local Marketing District Executive Administrative Assistant

Crystal Clemens Pinnacle Consulting Group, Inc. District Manager

Matthew Cohrs Special District Management Services, Inc. District Manager

Andrea Cole Olsson Senior Specialist

Sabrina Cotta Pueblo West Metropolitan District Director of Administrative and Internal Services

Jeffrey DeHerrera Pueblo West Metropolitan District Deputy Utilities Director

Nicole Detweiler Spencer Fane LLP Attorney

Mark Dickerson Highlands Ranch Metro District Chair, Board of Directors

Kara Finch Statewide Internet Portal Authority (SIPA) Contract Manager & Legislative Liaison

Tracy Forristall The Romero Group Senior District Tax Accountant

Preston Fujiki Hyland Hills Park & Recreation District Revenue Supervisor

Heather Galbraith Cherokee Metropolitan District Billing/Customer Service Supervisor

Polly Gallagher Grand County Library District Executive Director

Janet Gibbs Livermore Fire Protection District SDA and DOLA Representative

Amy Gnojek Eagle County Health Service District CEO/CFO

Jim Grim Thompson Rivers Parks and Recreation District Recreation Director

Sarah Hadsall Alameda Corridor Business Improvement District Programs Manager

Matt Hamlin Hyland Hills Park & Recreation District Manager of Maintenance

Rebecca Hardekopf Walker Schooler District Managers District Manager/Director of District Financials

Christina Hawker Donala Water & Sanitation District Accountant

Continued on page 15
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From the Western Slope to  
the Front Range and beyond
 
Across the state of Colorado, Mott MacDonald works 
with its clients to design cost-e�ective systems for 
water and wastewater treatment, water reuse, and 
buildings and facilities. 

To find out more about our consulting engineering 
services, write us at americas@mottmac.com or  
call 800.832.3272 or 303.831.4700. 

mottmac.com

390 Union Blvd, Suite 400 
Denver, CO 80228  
303-986-1551  |  800-354-5941 
cccfirm.com

 SHAREHOLDERS  Paul R. Cockrel  |  Robert G. Cole  |  Timothy J. Flynn 
Evan D. Ela  |  Linda M. Glesne  |  David A. Greher

  Kathryn G. Winn  |  Allison C. Ulmer  |  Matthew P. Ruhland

 OF COUNSEL James P. Collins

 ASSOCIATES Joseph Norris  |  Bart Miller  |  Ayshan Ibrahim

 PARALEGALS Micki Mills  |  Peggy Rupp  |  Sarah Luetjen  |  Crystal Schott

Colorado’s special district lawyers since 1978.
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Name District/Organization Title

Connie Hughes Cherokee Metropolitan District HR Administrator/Payroll-Benefits Specialist

Roni Kimbrel Pueblo West Metropolitan District Director of Finance

Frank Kinder Northern Colorado Water Conservancy District Water Efficiency Program Manager

Kenneth Koger South Adams County Fire Department Admin Support Chief

Charlene Korrell Kiowa County Hospital District CEO

Maria Lara Streamline Community Manager

Kathy Lawn Greater Eagle Fire Protection District Administration/HR

Aubrey Lewis Cordillera Metropolitan District Community Outreach/Communication Manager

Valerie Lovato Colorado Water Resources and Power Development 
Authority

Senior Accountant

Paula Lowder Colorado Special Districts Property and Liability Pool Claims Consultant

Ben Mendenhall Public Trust Advisors-COLOTRUST Vice President, Investment Advisory Services

Jonathan Moore Fountain Sanitation District District Engineer

Kindra Mulch Kit Carson County Health Service District Director, Administrative Services

Mike Murphy Ramey Environmental Compliance VP of Operations

Jan Nelson Cortez Sanitation District District Manager

Joe Norris Collins Cockrel & Cole Attorney

Jessica Pankey Pueblo West Metropolitan District HR Analyst

Laura Ratcliffe Hanson Bridgett Counsel

Shauna Richardson Kit Carson County Health Service District Corporate Compliance Officer

Alexandria Romero Pueblo City-County Library District Director of Finance

Katie Rummel Thompson Rivers Parks and Recreation District Communications Director

Carolyn Schierholz Highlands Ranch Metro District Board Member

Justin Schuvie Hyland Hills Park & Recreation District Director of Marketing

Robert Spangler Leading Associations Chief Operating Officer

Kathy Steckel North Fork EMS District Manager

Matt Susser TCW Risk Management Account Executive/Producer

Jordan Tasei Roxborough Water and Sanitation District Operator

Sara Vaas Pueblo West Metropolitan District Director of Community Development

Elizabeth Warning Pacific Western Bank VP, Treasury Sales and Services Officer

Trey Zima South Adams County Fire Department Accountant

We would like to thank COLOTRUST for sponsoring 
the 2021 SDA Leadership Academy! 
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2021 
Government 

Sector 
Economic 

Outlook
Editor’s Note: This Government Sector ex-
cerpt was originally published in the 2021 
Colorado Business Economic Outlook by the 
Business Research Division, Leeds School of 
Business, University of Colorado Boulder. The 
full 2021 Colorado Business Economic Out-
look is an extensive and detailed review of 
the economic, employment, and population 
outlook for a wide variety of sectors across 
the state. You can download the entire book 
at https://www.colorado.edu/business/brd/
colorado-business-economic-outlook-forum.

The Government Supersector includes fed-
eral, state, and local workers and is the sec-
ond-largest provider of jobs in Colorado, rep-
resenting roughly one in six jobs. Government 
activities include a variety of services ranging 
from space research and technology to public 
safety, program administration, and education.

In 2019, Government employment in 
Colorado increased 2.2%, to 455,300. Lo-
cal government, including public K–12 edu-
cation, represented 59.7% of government 
employment, followed by state government, 
including higher education, with 28.7%. Fed-
eral government made up the remaining 
11.6%. Government was uniquely hindered 
by the pandemic—as tax revenue fell, juris-
dictions balanced budgets mid-cycle by cut-
ting spending and implementing furloughs 
and layoffs. Government employment fell 
just 2.2% from February to April; however, 
since April, Government recorded the great-
est number of job losses and the largest 
percentage decline of the industries in the 
state. Government employment is expected 
to decrease 4.8% to 433,600 in 2020 then 
decrease 1.6% to 426,600 in 2021.

Federal Government
In 2019, total federal government employ-
ment in the state was 53,000, up 0.3% from 
the previous year. Due in large part to con-
ducting the decennial census, federal em-
ployment spiked in 2020, but this is only 
temporary, as the hiring for the Census has 
concluded. The U.S. Census Bureau hired 

hundreds of thousands of people across the 
nation to conduct the Census throughout 
2020, and as of the week of October 18-24, 
there were 60,755 paid temporary Census 
workers, with 13,478 in the Denver region. 
The decennial census is conducted every 10 
years by the United States Census Bureau 
to update important population and housing 
count data in order to determine the num-
ber of seats for each state in the House of 
Representatives, to draw congressional and 
state legislative districts, and to distribute 
federal funds.

The federal government has instituted nu-
merous programs in 2020 to help weather 
the recession caused by the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Chief among those was the Coro-
navirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security 
(CARES) Act, an over $2 trillion program that 
provides economic assistance for workers, 
families and small businesses and preserves 
jobs. The CARES Act provided $1,200 Eco-
nomic Impact Payments to many Americans, 
the Paycheck Protection program for small 
businesses, and funding to state, local, and 
tribal governments through the Coronavirus 
Relief Fund. The Paycheck Protection Pro-
gram (PPP) is coordinated through the Small 
Business Administration and was designed to 
provide a direct incentive (through forgivable 
loans) for businesses to keep their workers 
on the payroll. Between April 3 and August 
8, the last day to apply to the program, more 
than 5 million PPP loans were approved total-
ing $525 billion, according to data from the 
Small Business Administration.

Over 109,000 Colorado businesses and 
nonprofits borrowed over $10.4 billion from 
the PPP, which will reportedly help retain 
almost 872,000 jobs in the state, accord-
ing to the Small Business Administration. 
Full- Service Restaurants were the major in-
dustry recipient receiving loans of $150,000 
or more, followed by Offices of Physicians, 
and Plumbing, Heating, and Air-Conditioning 
Contractors. The Professional, Scientific, 
and Technical Services sector reportedly re-
ceived the greatest benefit in terms of jobs 
retained with 122,382, followed by Construc-

tion (122,011), and Health Care and Social As-
sistance (109,252).

Government spending has ballooned as 
the government looks toward fiscal policy to 
help ease the effects of the economic down-
turn. According to the Congressional Budget 
Office (CBO), outlays have risen sharply in 
2020, while revenues have fallen, and the 
deficit for this year will total $3.3 trillion, or 
16% of GDP—11 percentage points higher 
than the 2019 shortfall and the largest deficit 
recorded since the end of World War II. The 
CBO projects the deficit to decline to 8.6% of 
GDP in 2021. Additionally, federal outlays in 
2020 are projected to total $6.6 trillion—$2.2 
trillion (50%) more than in 2019—and federal 
debt held by the public is projected to in-
crease to 98% of GDP in 2020, over 100% in 
2021, and 107% in 2023—compared to 79% 
in 2019 and 35% in 2007.

The U.S. Government Accountability Of-
fice’s (GAO’s) Federal Fiscal Outlook and the 
Congressional Budget Office’s (CBO’s) 2020 
Long-Term Federal Fiscal Outlook shows 
that the United States will continue to re-
cord unsustainable debt levels in the coming 
decades due to major revenue and spend-
ing imbalances under current fiscal policy. 
The CBO projects that large budget deficits 
over the next 30 years will drive federal debt 
held by the public to unseen levels. Deficits 
are projected to increase to 13% of GDP by 
2050, and federal public debt will increase 
from 104% of GDP in 2021 to 195% of GDP 
by 2050— 45 percentage points higher than 
the CBO projected last year. Future policy by 
the new presidential administration will have 
a significant impact on future deficits, as well 
as navigating the uncertain economic times 
faced by the pandemic-caused recession.

Health care spending and net interest con-
tinue to grow and absorb more resources. 
This is a continuing trend that lawmakers 
have not comprehensively addressed and 
will need to develop solutions. Health care 
spending is growing, with the nation’s aging 
population driving spending increases, and 
the rising cost of health care is driving debt 
growth, which may negatively affect future 
interest rates. It is concerning that while inter-
est rates are currently near historic lows, they 
are expected to rise over the long term.

Federally funded science and research 
centers located in the state continue to 
generate significant employment and eco-
nomic impacts. Colorado has 33 laborato-
ries that receive significant federal fund-
ing—one of the highest concentrations 
of federally funded science and research 
centers in the nation. These laboratories 
employ 7,800 direct workers who earn a 
total of $783 million in wages and benefits 
and generate approximately $2.6 billion in 
annual economic impact to Colorado. The 
labs also contribute greatly to the state’s 
high-tech industries, stimulating significant 

https://www.colorado.edu/business/brd/colorado-business-economic-outlook-forum
https://www.colorado.edu/business/brd/colorado-business-economic-outlook-forum


	 SUPPORTING COMMUNITY-BASED GOVERNMENT | SDACO.ORG | MARCH 2021	 17

tech-transfer opportunities for higher edu-
cation and area companies in critical areas, 
such as renewable energy, space science, 
and natural resource management. Colo-
rado’s federally funded labs face an un-
certain future as questions about funding 
levels in the new administration and next 
year’s budget remain.

State Government
The state government industry consists of 
a variety of public sector activities, such as 
higher education, law, law enforcement and 
security, road and other public infrastructure 
construction, and a range of government 
administrative services. In 2019, total state 
government employment was 131,600, up 
3.7 percent from the previous year. Excluding 
public higher education employment, state 
government employed nearly 51,000 people 
in 2019, a 1.8% increase from the prior year. 
In many communities across the state, state 
government is the largest employer with 
competitive wages and benefits. State em-
ployment has been steadily increasing over 
the past decade and typically grows with 
population growth as tax revenues allow.

The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic re-
sulted in significant state budget actions dur-
ing the 2020 legislative session. In Septem-
ber, the governor announced that most state 
government workers would be required to 
take between one and four unpaid furlough 
days to help address the state’s budget tight-
ening and postpone any potential layoffs. 
In addition, some state agencies have hired 
additional employees to aid in the COVID- 19 
response. State government employment, 
excluding higher education, is expected to 
increase 2.5% to 52,300 jobs in 2020 and re-
main relatively flat in 2021. The state General 
Fund budget still faces an uncertain outlook 
with both upside and downside risks that will 
challenge state hiring decisions. While eco-
nomic and revenue collections have exceed-
ed expectations in recent months, the near 
and longer-term impacts of the pandemic on 

Colorado’s economy and state revenue re-
main uncertain.

Higher Education
Employment in Colorado’s public higher 
education system accounts for slightly more 
than 60% of total state government employ-
ment. These workers include both part- and 
full-time faculty and nonfaculty staff. Higher 
education employment growth has accel-
erated due to the University of Colorado 
Hospital System adding hospitals around 
the state in recent years and the addition of 
the UCHealth Yampa Valley Medical Center 
in Steamboat Springs in 2017. Job growth in 
Colorado’s public higher education sector 
increased by 5% in 2019. However, in 2020, 
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has 
become a major disruption to colleges and 
universities, and most have canceled or sig-
nificantly reduced in-person classes. State 
higher education employment is expected to 
decline by 8.8% in 2020 and pick up slightly 
(0.9%) in 2021 but remain below pre-COV-
ID-19 levels as the pandemic continues to af-
fect college and university enrollment.

Restrictions connected to the COVID-19 
pandemic have reduced state funding for 
higher education and increased costs as in-
stitutions have implemented public health 
measures and expanded their operations for 
distance learning. In addition, lower enroll-
ment and distance learning requirements 
have reduced demand for auxiliary services, 
such as residence halls, dining services, and 
parking services. Preliminary data from the 
Colorado Department of Higher Education 
shows that overall enrollment across the 
state’s public higher education institutions is 
down approximately 5-10% in the fall of 2020. 
While some institutions have started manda-
tory unpaid furlough days for most staff and 
faculty, in other instances positions have 
been eliminated due to lack of work. In Oc-
tober, the number of state government edu-
cational service jobs was down almost 21% 
from the same month one year prior.

The forecast assumes a decline of nearly 
7,000 higher education jobs, or 8.8%, in 
2020 as COVID-19-related restrictions re-
duce state funding and demand for student 
services. In 2021, employment in Colora-
do’s higher education system is expected 
to pick up slightly from 2020 as elevated 
unemployment increases enrollment. His-
torically, employment in public higher edu-
cation is countercyclical as the demand for 
new credentials increases when fewer job 
opportunities are available. However, the 
pandemic has posed unique challenges to 
higher education and may challenge work-
force development given the uncertainties 
surrounding the pandemic’s duration.

Local Government
County Government
There’s a colloquial saying in the world of 
county governments that goes like this: “If 
you’ve seen one county, you’ve seen one 
county.” This sentiment captures the diversity 
of county communities in Colorado and is a 
reminder to avoid generalizations based on 
the reality of a few. In this spirit, the following 
attempts to capture the range of financial ac-
tivity counties are experiencing as they head 
into 2021.

Counties rely heavily on property taxes to 
get the job done for their communities. Like 
every other level of government and industry 
sector, the property tax outlook will depend 
on commercial vacancy rates, agricultural 
supply chains, contractions in natural re-
source development, and the ability for key 
sectors like ski resorts and casinos to remain 
open during the pandemic. Negative news 
in any of these areas will result in a reduced 
property tax base and ultimately fewer finan-
cial resources to meet community needs. The 
passage of Amendment B will help counties 
that were on the brink of a shrinking tax base. 

Certainty around the residential (7.15%) 
and non-residential (29%) assessment rates 
positions counties to better plan for the 
long-term.

Government Employment In Colorado 2011-2021
(In Thousands)

Government 
Sector 2006 2007 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019a 2020b 2021c

Federal 52.2 52.1 53.0 55.7 54.4 54.1 53.0 52.1 52.8 53.5 53.5 52.9 53.0 54.9 53.2
State 82.5 84.7 90.7 93.0 95.4 97.6 107.8 109.6 112.8 116.4 121.3 125.9 130.6 121.6 119.4

State General 30.3 31.3 32.6 32.7 33.2 34.0 42.7 43.2 44.2 45.5 47.3 50.1 51.0 49.0 48.4
State Education 52.2 53.4 58.1 60.3 62.2 63.6 65.1 66.4 68.6 70.9 74.0 75.8 79.6 72.6 71.0
Local 232.6 237.8 246.3 244.7 242.7 242.7 242.4 246.3 250.9 258.2 261.9 266.8 271.7 257.0 254.0

Local General 112.8 115.4 119.2 117.9 116.6 117.3 115.2 116.4 118.1 122.8 125.4 128.3 130.8 125.0 124.0
Local Education 119.8 122.4 127.1 126.8 126.1 125.4 127.2 129.9 132.8 135.4 136.5 138.5 140.9 132.0 130.0
Government 367.2 374.7 390.1 393.4 392.4 394.3 403.2 407.9 416.5 428.1 436.7 445.6 455.3 433.6 426.6

a Revised. b Estimated. c Forecast.  Note: Due to rounding, the sum of the individual components of government may not equal the total.
Sources: Colorado Department of Labor and Employment and Colorado Business Economic Outlook Committee.

Continued on page 18
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Another increasingly important revenue 
stream for counties is sales tax. Over the last 
two years, the number of tangible products 
that are subject to the county’s sales tax has 
increased. This is because of Colorado’s 
implementation of 1.) destination-based 
sourcing and 2.) the South Dakota vs. Way-
fair Decision, which authorized the collection 
of sales taxes on remote sales. The rollout 
of these two policy changes has helped to 
offset losses in sales tax revenue due to 
COVID-19-induced changes in consumer 
behavior. Generally speaking, counties have 
seen zero to single-digit increases in their 
sales tax revenue in 2020 and are planning 
for flat to modest sales tax growth in 2021.

The Highway Users Tax Fund (HUTF) is 
another source of revenue that counties are 
watching carefully. HUTF revenues pay the 
lion’s share of local road and bridge main-
tenance and construction costs. Disrupted 
driving patterns attributable to the pandemic 
led to a projected 10% decrease in HUTF rev-
enues for the 2020 calendar year. For 2021, 
the Colorado Department of Transportation is 
projecting a 7% decrease in HUTF revenue.

Apart from property and sales tax and 
HUTF, counties rely heavily on the state gen-
eral fund to pay for services mandated by 
the state and federal government. Counties 
provide services to those in need, maintain 
hundreds of thousands of miles of roads and 
bridges, provide access to justice through 
county courts and district attorneys, and 
respond to public health crises and natural 
emergencies. This work can only be accom-
plished in partnership with the state. As such, 
reductions in state funds equates to a loss in 
services at the local level.

Most counties anticipate their 2021 bud-
gets to be flat or slightly worse than their 
2020 budgets. Unlike municipalities and the 
state, both of which saw the immediate im-
pact of COVID-19 in their sales and income 
tax collections, respectively, property tax 
collections tend to respond slower to eco-
nomic conditions. This has allowed counties 
to adjust their budgets proactively in antici-
pation for the 2021 budget year. Counties 
have cut capital projects, reduced travel and 
conference expenses, delayed equipment 
purchases, scaled back operational budgets, 
reprioritized existing staff to essential servic-
es, and are reconsidering lease agreements 
based on the lessons learned about working 
at home. Reductions that began for many 
counties in the spring of 2020 will carry over 
into 2021 and perhaps beyond.

Municipal Government
Each year, the Colorado Municipal League 
(CML) conducts a statewide survey titled The 
State of Our Cities and Towns as a way to 
measure the economic outlook of Colorado’s 
communities compared to previous years. 
CML groups the responses received into 

three categories according to a municipal-
ity’s size (i.e., population of less than 2,000, 
between 2,000 and 24,999, and 25,000 or 
greater). It also does so regionally, providing 
a more realistic snapshot of what is happen-
ing on the eastern plains versus the Front 
Range or Colorado’s mountain communities.

The results of this year’s survey paint a very 
different portrait compared to last year when 
economic confidence was at an all-time high 
among municipalities across the state. Un-
questionably, the fiscal challenges currently 
experienced by Colorado’s cities and towns 
are directly related to the COVID-19 pan-
demic that has swept across the country and 
throughout the world.

Of the 173 municipalities that participated, 
over half feel their economy is worse now 
than it was in 2019. Two in five large cities 
felt their economy was much worse than last 
year, whereas small towns seemed to be 
more ambivalent about their present fiscal 
situation, with 38% saying their economy was 
about the same. Most survey respondents 
also expected revenue sources to decrease 
or stay the same next year. Few revenue cat-
egories were expected to increase much, 
with the exception that 38% of municipalities 
expected sales and use tax to increase, and 
28% expected property tax to increase.

In order to adjust to the new economic 
realities of COVID-19, a number of cities and 
towns across Colorado implemented cost-
saving and austerity measures to reduce 
costs and balance their budgets. About 9% 
of all responding municipalities furloughed 
full-time employees, 6% laid-off full-time em-
ployees, 13% reduced hours of full-time em-
ployees, and about one-third of municipali-
ties have not filled full-time positions due to 
the pandemic. Furthermore, nearly one-quar-

ter of municipalities have frozen employee 
salaries due to COVID-19, with nearly half of 
large municipalities taking this step. 

In order to balance their budgets, two in 
five municipalities were required to make 
cuts to their general fund— including 2% that 
were forced to take the painful step of cutting 
it by one-third or more. Additionally, 10% have 
not cut their general fund but are considering 
it. Fortunately, 46% of municipalities have not, 
and are not, considering cutting their general 
fund. Capital improvements and parks and 
recreation funds were the second and third 
most commonly cut expenditures, followed 
by arts and culture and public safety.

If a silver lining can be gleaned from the 
survey results, it is that the fiscal situation of 
Colorado’s cities and towns is better now 
than administrators had originally anticipat-
ed. Close to 60% of municipalities indicated 
their fiscal situation was better than expect-
ed, compared to their outlook in late spring, 
with 24% saying “much better” than expect-
ed. Only about 10% said their fiscal situation 
was worse than expected. Many of the small 
towns and most towns on the Eastern Plains 
were doing about the same as expected.

PK-12 Education
Colorado public school districts educate 
nearly 900,000 students in preschool 
through 12th grade every year. Funding for 
public schools comes from three main sourc-
es of revenue: local property tax, state fund-
ing, and federal dollars. The state share is pri-
marily from income and sales tax revenues 
flowing to the state. While federal education 
law is well established and sets strong re-
quirements for public education, federal dol-
lars are a small overall component of public 
school funding.
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Since March of 2020, public education, 
like many sectors of the economy, has ex-
perienced dramatic changes in the delivery 
of services. These tectonic shifts, all a result 
of the global pandemic, are influenced by a 
multitude of inputs such as health department 
requirements, safety measures, and capital in-
frastructure changes, to name a few. Parents 
and guardians have navigated these shifts, 
discovering along with teachers what it means 
to have “home learning,” “hybrid learning,” “re-
mote learning,” and “online education.”

Overall funding of education in Colorado 
as compared to the national average has 
declined since 1992, despite such actions as 
Amendment 23 to the Colorado constitution 
in 2000 and the passage of cannabis sales 
taxes to support education. Colorado spent 
between $2,100 to $2,800 less per pupil than 
the U.S. average in FY2016, according to data 
from the Census Bureau, Quality Counts, and 
NCES. Many school districts have turned to 
increasing local property taxes to support ed-
ucation, but due to the wildly disparate prop-
erty values within school districts, the ability 
to generate revenue is a function of property 
values as well as the local voter’s willingness 
to support public education. The total rev-
enue that 1 mill of property tax assessed in a 
district will generate ranges from $5,852 to 
$20.7 million. Or to look at it on a per student 
basis, 1 mill will generate $20 to $6,667 per 
student (based on Colorado Department of 
Education - 2019-20 data). These disparities 
are a result of residential development, non-
residential development, oil and gas resourc-
es, and the number of students in a district.

An additional impact to school district fund-
ing is the interplay of the recently repealed 
Gallagher Amendment, taxing constraints re-
quired by the TABOR Amendment, and local 
school district general fund mill rates to sup-
port education. The rapid rise in the Colorado 
population and residential construction activ-
ity since the early 1990s has pushed the resi-
dential assessment rate down from 14.34% in 
1992-93 to 7.15% currently, while the nonresi-
dential rate has remained at 29% in order to 
maintain the 45/55% split between residen-
tial and nonresidential assessed values. The 
drop in statewide assessment rates, when 
coupled with the TABOR taxing constraints, 
has forced the local millage rates in some 
districts to drop while others have remained 
constant. The current range of general fund 
mills is 1.68 mills to 27 mills. That means there 
is a significant disparity in the tax burden be-
tween what taxpayers contribute to the local 
share of education funding. All these factors 
together have shifted the burden of funding 
onto the state and the more volatile revenue 
streams of income and sales tax.

2020 Impacts
The economic crash brought on by the pan-
demic in the spring of 2020 necessitated 

massive cuts to all aspects of state govern-
ment. Since K-12 public education makes up 
about 36% of state general fund spending, 
the cut to K-12 education was a significant 
$611 million. This more than doubled the 
Budget Stabilization factor, or the amount cut 
from the School Finance Act formula from 
$572.4 million to $1.17 billion. This is a 4.8% 
year-over-year reduction in per pupil fund-
ing, or about $411 per pupil. While this may 
seem like a relatively small percentage of a 
reduction, all the expectations to deliver edu-
cational services in a safe and welcoming en-
vironment remained in place.

Undoubtedly, the $500 million in CARES 
Act funds that Governor Polis distributed to 
school districts created short-term funding 
to allow districts to purchase technology 
devices, increase learning opportunities for 
students, and provide personal protective 
equipment, cleaning supplies, and additional 
cleaning staff to provide a safe and produc-
tive learning environment. The challenge is 
that these non-recurring Coronavirus Relief 
Fund resources must be used by December 
30, 2020, which limits their usefulness for 
the continued expenditures related to the 
pandemic such as increased utility costs for 
improved air circulation, deep cleaning of fa-
cilities, substitute teachers, and addressing 
student learning deficiencies.

Original state revenue projections for 
2020-21 indicated a more severe drop in 
state revenue collections than came to frui-
tion. As of the September revenue forecast, 
the state had collected nearly $900 million 
above the June projection. This improve-
ment significantly reduces the likelihood of a 
midyear rescission of funding for school dis-
tricts. Funding cuts in the middle of the fiscal 
year prove to be very challenging with em-
ployees already hired and students already 
in classrooms, as well as spending over 50% 
completed for the year.

One significant challenge in the current 
year is the abrupt loss of students from what 
was projected during the development of 
the state and district budgets. Original pro-
jections showed statewide growth at about 
1,000 students or 0.1% of the nearly 900,000 
students in the state. Projections varied by 
district, with some areas seeing decline and 
others seeing growth. Typically, kindergarten 
enrollment happens over the summer and at 
the start of the school year. Due to the pan-
demic, parents and guardians chose to hold 
students out of preschool and kindergarten, 
which is not compulsory in Colorado, while 
others transitioned to full online schooling op-
tions. It should be noted there is a difference 
between the “home learning” or “remote 
learning” implemented by districts and a fully 
online educational program, with different in-
structional models and student engagement. 
Overall, many districts are experiencing a 2% 
to 3% decline in enrollment, largely focused 

on the early grades. This loss of students will 
translate into a reduction in funding unless 
the legislature acts early in the 2021 session 
to pass a supplemental midyear budget that 
maintains the net investment in public educa-
tion passed in the original 2020-21 state bud-
get. Increasing the per pupil funding amount 
will provide districts the much-needed re-
sources in the current year to address the 
mounting expenses to maintain conditions 
for a safe educational environment in public 
schools—PPE, cleaning supplies, custodial 
services, additional educational supports, 
technology, health services, contact trac-
ing, utilities for increased air circulation, filter 
changes, outdoor classrooms, etc.

2021 Outlook 
The outlook for the 2021-22 fiscal year has 
improved dramatically from June. Enrollment 
may continue to be subdued with uncertain-
ties regarding vaccine availability, choices 
around homeschooling, and overall comfort 
level with sending children to school. Despite 
the uncertainties, the projected enrollment 
decline is very slight from the current year 
of approximately 1,000 students. Governor 
Polis’ 2021-22 budget proposal, as released 
on November 2, restores K-12 funding back 
to 2019-20 levels, with increases for inflation. 
This proposal totals a funding restoration of 
$811 million and brings the budget stabiliza-
tion factor back to the amount in 2019-20 of 
$572.4 million, translating into an average of 
$492 per pupil more than 2019-20 funding, 
or a 5.8% increase. While the funding outlook 
remains positive for the time being, the up-
coming FY21 state revenue forecasts in De-
cember 2020 and March 2021 will determine 
where the legislature is able to set the bud-
get for K-12 education in 2021-22.

Fixed Income Market—Local Governments
In 2020, Colorado local governments were 
presented yet another challenge related to 
the COVID-19 pandemic that is expected to 
last through 2021—lower investment earn-
ings. When the Federal Open Market Com-
mittee (FOMC) lowered the Federal Funds 
Target Range in March from 1.50% - 1.75% 
down to 0.00% - 0.25%, investment income 
for local governments in Colorado also ex-
perienced a significant decrease. With the 
FOMC indicating that the target range will 
remain low for an extended period until in-
flation and unemployment reach their tar-
get numbers, investment income is also ex-
pected to remain low for local governments 
in 2021, adding to the decrease in income 
expected in budgets for local governments.

This time last year, local government in-
vestment pools, money market funds, and 
bank deposits were yielding well above 1%. 
As we approach the end of 2020, many of 
the same liquid investment options in Colo-
rado are yielding less than 0.30% while U.S. 

Continued on page 21
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Treasuries with a maturity of less than five 
years are also yielding around 0.30% as of 
the end of October. Compared to the last 
two years, budgets are seeing a noteworthy 
decrease further compounded by lower tax 
collections through the end of Q1 and Q2 
2020. With bank deposit, CDs, and other 
allowable investments under the Colorado 
Revised Statutes paying low yields, local 
governments are flocking toward the high-
est allowable yield under state statute to 
capture return.

Colorado Local Governments Funding
Bond Issuance Landscape
Regarding bond ratings, many of the bond 
rating agencies, such as Moody’s, view Col-
orado as stable, but decreased revenues 
due to COVID-19 may have an impact on 
municipal debt ratings in 2021. Shortfalls 
in tax revenues for local governments are 
expected through 2021, with many local 
governments expected to have drawdowns 
in reserves, federal assistance, and spend-
ing cuts to navigate through 2021 and into 
2022. As a result, local governments may be 
forced to decrease their workforce and/ or 
delay capital projects to counteract the de-
creases in revenues.

Bond ratings are expected to remain stable 
through 2021. The main components of a po-
tential upgrade would be reserve funds see-
ing continued stability or substantial increase 
of liquidity in addition to voter intervention 
that would boost the state’s financial health, 
providing flexibility. On the other hand, fading 
fund balances, a conservative approach from 
voters limiting the state’s ability to ensure fi-
nancial flexibility, and significant decreases in 
liquidity at the local government level stand 
as potential headwinds affecting bond rat-
ings in 2021. Another component of a change 
in stable bond ratings would be a significant 
decrease in Colorado’s diverse economic 
sectors for a sustained period through the 
end of 2021 and into 2022.

Although Colorado is faring well compared 
to other states of comparable population, 
economic diversity, political landscape, and 
revenue sources, bond issuances could slow, 
and ratings could decline should the impact 
of COVID-19 continue through 2021.

Special Districts
Special districts are a form of local govern-
ment in Colorado that date back to the early 
mining camps when the residents sought 
mechanisms to join together to efficiently and 
effectively provide essential services. Special 
districts of one form or another have been 
utilized since that time. The general source 
of statutory authorization (and limitations) is 
the Special District Act (Article 1 of Title 32 
of the Colorado Revised Statutes). There 
are many types of special districts organized 
under the Special District Act, including, but 

not limited to, the following: Ambulance Dis-
tricts, Fire Protection Districts, Health Service 
Districts, Metropolitan (Metro) Districts, Park 
and Recreation Districts, Sanitation Districts, 
Water Districts, Water and Sanitation Districts, 
Health Assurance Districts, Mental Health 
Care Service Districts, Tunnel Districts, and 
Forest Improvement Districts. Further, there 
are other types of special districts orga-
nized and operating under other statutory 
schemes, including Business Improvement 
Districts, Cemetery Districts, Conservation 
Districts, Downtown Development Authori-
ties, Federal Mineral Lease Districts, Irrigation 
Districts, Library Districts, Local Improvement 
Districts, Pest Control Districts, Public Im-
provement Districts, Regional Transportation 
Authorities, Special Improvement Districts, 
Water Conservancy Districts, and Water Con-
servation Districts. Currently, there are 3,074 
special districts in Colorado.

For Colorado special districts, property 
tax is the primary source of tax revenue, 
although a handful of districts may impose 
a sales tax (see, for example, C.R.S. §§ 32-1-
1106, 32-19-112(1) and 39-26-729(1)(b)). While 
property tax is a relatively stable source of 
tax revenue, assessing, levying, and collect-
ing the tax is a two-year process; therefore, 
for special districts, it can be very difficult to 
absorb new or unexpected expenditures. 
Further, like their county and municipal 
counterparts, the Taxpayer Bill of Rights 
(TABOR) constitutional provisions apply to 
special districts and require voter approval 
for taxes and debt. For local governments 
reliant on property tax, however, TABOR in-
teracted with the Gallagher Amendment to 
further restrain government growth. Finally, 
special districts have non-tax sources of 
revenues, such as rates, user fees, and ser-
vice charges. Some special districts, such 
as those providing water or sewer services, 
rates, or fees may comprise the majority 
of revenues—and, as such, some of these 
districts may have been structured as gov-
ernment enterprises for which the voter-
approval provisions of TABOR do not apply.

Looking into 2021, Colorado’s special dis-
tricts face historic challenges. Many special 
districts serve as first responders or health 
care providers, with employees acting as es-
sential workers in the public health, welfare, 
and safety emergencies of the COVID-19 cri-
sis. These special districts faced additional 
operational costs, supply chain issues (with 
personal protective equipment, sanitizing 
supplies, and other health or medical equip-
ment), and staffing challenges (employees 
being quarantined, or additional work de-
mands leading to increased need for staff-
ing). Other districts, such as Library Districts 
and Parks and Recreation Districts, had their 
operations halted by necessary stay-at-home 
public health orders, leading to a virtual ces-
sation of business and an unanticipated de-

crease of budgeted user-fee revenues. Once 
the safer-at home orders were in place that 
reopened public facilities and programs, 
these districts responded by offering access 
and programming that required many new 
health and safety protocols (and the atten-
dant cost-drivers). For a more detailed dis-
cussion, please see the “Snapshot of Local 
Government Fiscal Impacts from COVID-19 
Survey Summary, April 2020,” which was 
prepared by the Colorado Department of 
Local Affairs, in partnership with Colorado 
Counties, Inc., Colorado Municipal League, 
and Special District Association of Colorado. 
Finally, the 2020 wildfire season was one of 
the worst in Colorado’s history, destroying 
private and public property (and lives), using 
enormous resources, and testing the capac-
ity of state and local wildfire response.

There is good news to temper the ongoing 
public health crisis and worsening wildfires. 
First, by executive order, the Department of 
Local Affairs provided federal funding from 
the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic 
Security (CARES) Act to local governments, 
including special districts. For districts dem-
onstrating urgent needs, $27,390,000 of 
CARES Act funding was available to provide 
relief for the unanticipated expenditures 
(but not reduced revenues). The burdens of 
responding to the public health crisis could 
be further helped if the U.S. Congress takes 
action in 2021, including the provision of ad-
ditional reimbursements for COVID-related 
costs and relief for impacts to local govern-
ment revenues. One final piece of good 
news is that voters approved Amendment 
B at the 2020 statewide general election, 
repealing the constitutional requirements of 
assessment ratios in the Gallagher Amend-
ment. Absent that approval, special district 
property tax revenues would have been 
greatly impacted by the expected formulaic 
reduction in the residential assessment rate 
(RAR) in 2021, from 7.15% to less than 6%. For 
a discussion of the revenue impacts from 
RAR changes, as well as the disparate im-
pacts by region, please see “Fiscal Impacts 
of the Gallagher Amendment, July 30, 2020,” 
by Marc Carey of the Colorado Legislative 
Council. The approval of Amendment B and 
SB20-223 (the moratorium on adjusting the 
RAR, keeping the rate at 7.15%, which took 
effect upon approval of Amendment B) will 
provide significant relief for special districts 
levying taxes in 2021 for collection in 2022.

Contributors:
Morgan Cullen, Colorado Municipal League 
(Chair); Dianne Criswell, Special District 
Association of Colorado; Justin Fazzari, Economic 
Development Administration; Ben Mendenhall, 
Public Trust Advisors, LLC; Gini Pingenot, 
Colorado Counties, Inc.; Louis Pino, Colorado 
Legislative Council; Bill Sutter, Boulder Valley 
School District 
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