City Council members question budget cuts
By Julie Bykowicz, Baltimore Sun, May 13, 2009

Baltimore City Council members are threatening to cut pet programs from Mayor Sheila
Dixon's office as they scour the city's $2.2 billion budget for money to offset her
proposed cuts to recreation centers, community pools and Police Athletic League centers.

Tuesday evening, they focused on the mayor's Office of Neighborhoods, describing the
$580,000 program as "duplicative" with the services already provided by the city.

"If I had to make a choice and it was the Mayor's Office of Neighborhoods or Parks and
Recreation," said Councilman Edward Reisinger, "I can't see the rationale for laying off
rec center directors."

But the head of Recreation and Parks, Wanda S. Durden, described the smaller budget as
"right-sized" and pledged that her department will "work smarter" and become "more
efficient."”

Council members disagreed. "How can you be expected to do more with less?" asked
Councilman William H. Cole.

The hearing was part of a series of meetings on the mayor's 2010 financial plan that
began Monday evening with a gloomy city Finance Department presentation. Council
members reacted with anger, saying the mayor is making the wrong budget choices and
ignoring pleas to reinstate what they see as vital youth services.

"Pay now, or pay later," said Councilman Bernard C. "Jack" Young, who chairs the city
budget committee. He predicted youths ending up in lockup or homeless shelters if they

have fewer recreational choices.

Many council members drilled Andrew Klein of the Finance Department on the nearly
$40 million in tax payments recently discovered in an obscure account.

Klein said the city mustsave money where it can because income from city taxes and fees
and state aid 1s likely to continue declining in the years to come.

"The economy remains volatile," he said.

"Volatile," Councilwoman Sharon Green Middleton shot back, also applies to the
community's response to close rec centers.

Dixon proposed closing several pools and child care centers, shortening some recreation
center hours and ending the police presence at Police Athletic League centers.

As Monday's hearing ended, Klein said, "We all wish we had more money."



"We just don't like the way you're spending it," Councilman James Kraft replied.
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