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California Local Government High Risk Interactive Dashboard 
http://www.auditor.ca.gov/bsa/cities_risk_index  

 

Background 

State law authorizes the California State Auditor to establish a high risk local government agency audit program (local high 
risk) to identify local government agencies that are at high risk for the potential of waste, fraud, abuse, or mismanagement, or 
that have major challenges associated with their economy, efficiency, or effectiveness. (See the flowchart attached that 
describes the process.) 

Shortly after the regulations became effective (July 2015), we began the process of creating the local high risk program. To 
identify local entities that may be high risk, we analyzed publicly available information, such as a city's financial reports and 
prior audit reports or analyses for nearly 500 California cities.To conduct an audit of any local government we identified as 
being at high risk requires approval from the Joint Legislative Audit Committee. Over these first few years, we have requested 
and obtained approval to conduct some audits of cities we believed to be fiscally challenged.  Throughout these years, we 
received many inquiries about our process and analysis in determining those to be at high risk. Although we had information 
available on our website, we believed we could create an on-line tool to fulfill our responsibilities while also providing more 
transparency and accountability. We created and launched a tool—an online dashboard—that ranks more than 470 California 
cities based on detailed information about their fiscal health as part of our High-Risk Local Government Audit Program. 

Major Service Impact/ Goal and Intent for Creating the Dashboard: Transparency and Accountability 

For the first time Californians would be able to go online and see a fiscal health ranking for more than 470 cities based across 
the state.  Our goal was to provide a new transparent interface for the public, state and local policy makers, and other 
interested parties and is intended to identify cities that could be facing significant fiscal challenges—and we did just that.  
Using publicly available information, we used various financial indicators to assess the fiscal health of cities including those 
that determine if a city can pay its bills; the city’s level of debt; whether the city has reserves; how the city’s revenue is 
trending; and if the city can pay retirement benefits. To ensure the tool allows users and stakeholders to view individual city 
ratings in an easily understandable approach we used a stop-light indicator rating system with red being high risk, yellow 
being moderate risk, and green being low risk. 

Innovative, Unique and Forward-Thinking 

This compilation and data-driven analysis is the first of its kind in the nation when considering the magnitude and 
sophistication of the analysis and the dashboard. Because California does not have a central repository of all the fiscal 
information, we needed to be creative in gathering as much public information as possible in order to apply the same 
indicators to all cities and in a manner that was comparable to all (to compare apples to apples so to speak). For most of the 
information, we had to manually input fiscal information and often from different types or reports while ensuring our work 
was accurate and came from credible audited information.  

Starting with a list of 40 indicators that considered the full spectrum of information—revenue, pensions, liabilities, future 
obligations, debt, etc—we fine-tuned and narrowed down our list to identify the ten we felt would create a look at the past 
and the future.  To ensure the development of the list included third-party municipal fiscal health expert input, the we 
established and consulted with an advisory panel made up of experts in municipal fiscal health including representatives from 
the Public Policy Institute of California, CalPERS, California Policy Center, S&P Global Rating Services as well as an advisor to 
the California Society of Municipal Finance Officers and the League of California Cities, and a professor at the Daniel J. Evans 
School of Public Policy and Governance at the University of Washington. 

Of course, we ensured that users understood dates of financial information and fiscal analysis and any caveats:  Because these 
rankings do not reflect environmental factors such as population trends, unemployment rates or levels of household income a 
high fiscal risk designation does not indicate that a city will default on its debt or file for bankruptcy.  Similarly, a low-risk 
designation does not mean that a city is free of financial risk.   

http://www.auditor.ca.gov/bsa/cities_risk_index


Because the dashboard is a database with information and could be a little more difficult to navigate without having financial 
and auditing expertise, we created a portal or landing page on our website to get to the database.  This landing page was 
created to simplify terms, add at-a-glance features, and describe in non-jargon terms, what the database would be able to 
provide so that the public and non-financial persons could use it.  http://www.auditor.ca.gov/bsa/cities_risk_index  (Refer to 
the attachment.)  

On the landing page, we provided a list of the top 18 cities facing fiscal challenges and if users hover over a city to see all ten 
fiscal indicators and using the red, yellow and green colors to determine the extent of risk each city is facing.  We also 
provided the public with two maps to allow them to access the database by focusing on either the top cities facing fiscal 
challenges or by certain regions (bay area or northern California or central valley or Los Angeles etc) and tried to simply the 
terminology for the financial indicators by explaining what they mean in layman terms. 

Database/Interactive Map  (log in through http://www.auditor.ca.gov/bsa/cities_risk_index )  

The database itself has a wealth of information—our methodology, definition and ranking of all financial indicators, the raw 
data itself, interpretations, etc.  If the user wants to see all results for California they can click on the link to the “Interactive 
Map”.  Here there is a wealth of information in three sections of the page:  in the center is a map of California, on the left is a 
list of all the financial indicators and on the right is City Data which lists the cities from highest risk to lowest.  As the user 
selects one of the indicators the map changes and at the same time the list of cities changes to show the rankings for that 
specific indicator.  Also, users can click on “Learn more” to see a brief description of each indicator and summary results 
showing the cities in each of the three risk categories: high, medium, and low. 

Specific Regions  Users can focus on certain regions of the state. By clicking on one of these regions, the user will be taken to a 
“landing page” that shows Overall Risk and Ten Financial Indicators.   Upon clicking “Read more” for the Overall Risk indicator 
the user is taken to a brief description of the indicator and a map showing the cities in that region.  Also, users can hover over 
a particular city and see that city’s overall rank.   If users want to see how many of the 471 cities were in each of the three risk 
categories, they can select the Learn More link directly above the map.  

The area that says “Ten Indicators” allows you to click on “Read more” for a particular indicator—the user is taken to a brief 
description of that indicator and a map showing the cities in that region.  Here, users can hover over a particular city and see 
that city’s overall rank for that specific indicator and some additional financial information associated with the indicator. 

If users want to see how many cities were in each of the three risk categories for a particular indicator they can select the 
“Learn more” link directly above the map. 

Impact 

The day we launched the online tool, we held a press conference and three regional teleconferences to address media 
questions.  Over the next few weeks, we received hundreds of calls from the press (throughout California), from cities, from 
local officials, from organizations and from the public.  And, we have continued to receive numerous calls every week for 
information.  We have submitted five audit requests to the Joint Legislative Audit Committee in the hope that we can embark 
on some audits. 

We created a powerful tool that will increase transparency and accountability regarding fiscal health of cities across the state 
and allows users to quickly and easily evaluate cities fiscal condition.  The information on this dashboard also allow users to 
question city officials regarding the current and future fiscal health of their city particularly for those cities that show signs of 
fiscal distress.  Residents can get answers to these questions:   

• Can my city pay its bills each year? Has my city taken on too much debt? 
• Does my city have sufficient funds to pay for retirees including their health and dental benefits? 
• Has my city set aside funds in anticipation of a recession or economic hard times? 
• What do the trends indicate: will the city’s fiscal condition get better or worse? 

Further, the tool will allow residents, and state and local policymakers to monitor the fiscal health of localities and identify 
early signs of fiscal distress.  Early detection of problems or challenges will allow for less drastic and intrusive responses.   
Using this dashboard residents will now be empowered to have a voice in decisions regarding the future of their city. 

http://www.auditor.ca.gov/bsa/cities_risk_index
http://www.auditor.ca.gov/bsa/cities_risk_index
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The landing page on auditor.ca.gov which gives background on the dashboard, and quick links to crucial content.



Hover over one of the “Top Cities Facing Fiscal Challenges” to view their current level of risk in 10 different factors.



Click one of the 7 options to the left of the California map (shown above) to view data for your specific region.



Upon clicking your region, you will find a landing page with links to the various risk categories, such as Liquidity.



When clicking into the risk categories under the Check Your Region option, you will find risk by level and city.



From auditor.ca.gov, the more adventerous user can choose to view the full interactive map that shows all California cities.



From here, you have the ability to hover over any of the cities and find their current rank among the 470 total. 

When “view full interactive map” is chosen, you will land on this screen.



You can also search for any city to go directly to that city’s risk information.

From here, you have the ability to see the city data in “Overall Risk” view (above) or by any of the other categories listed.



By clicking on the categories in the left panel, you can filter the results to only show that specific risk category, such as 
Liquidity (shown above)...



...or you can click to show risk only by Pension Funding (shown above), etc.
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�e California State Auditor’s Office conducts its work adhering to strict industry standards. All audits are 
conducted independently and free of conflict of interest or impairment. Internal quality controls ensure 
that fieldwork and reporting standards are followed and all staff are professionally trained and required to 
meet continuing education requirements.

�e following flowchart outlines the protocols the California State Auditor will follow to determine 
whether a local government agency is at high risk, as authorized in the Government Code section 8546.10.  

If the local agency is designated as high risk, it must provide written updates regarding its progress 
implementing its corrective action plan every six months after the report is issued. We will remove the 
high-risk designation when the agency has taken satisfactory corrective action. 

Using publicly available 
information, make 
initial identification that 
the local agency 
is potentially at 
high risk.

Notify the Joint Legislative 
Audit Committee (JLAC) that 
we intend to conduct an 
initial assessment of a local 
agency, establish formal 
contact with a local agency, 
and notify the agency of the 
initial concerns.

Hold an entrance conference 
to discuss the risk factors 
and anticipated time frames 
for our analysis.

Visit local agency to gather 
information and request 
relevant documents, 
including the agency’s 
perspective regarding areas 
of concern—in most cases, 
the initial assessment takes 
five days over a two to 
three week period.

Hold an initial assessment 
closeout meeting with the 
agency’s management to 
discuss whether we still believe 
the agency is potentially at 
high risk, and if so, the factors 
that led us to that conclusion. 
(If we no longer believe the 
agency is at risk, write exit letter 
and close down work.)

Hold an exit 
conference to discuss 
our determination of 
whether the agency is 
high risk, the factors that 
led us to that conclusion, 
our recommendations, 
and our draft report. 

Submit an audit proposal 
to JLAC that includes the 
identified risk factors, 
the agency’s  perspective 
on those risks, a general 
description of the work 
we plan to perform, 
and an estimated budget.

If JLAC approves the audit, 
return to the local agency to 
conduct an audit. During that 
time, consistently brief auditee 
as issues are noted and 
developed to ensure 
understanding and provide the 
auditee an opportunity to 
respond. This could take from a 
few weeks to a few months.

Review the corrective 
action plan developed 
by local agency to 
ensure it is responsive 
to recommendations 
(if applicable).

Provide a confidential draft 
copy of the report to the local 
agency; the agency has 
five days to provide a written 
response which should contain 
its initial corrective action plan 
(if applicable). This response is 
included in the final audit 
report when issued to 
the public.
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California State Auditor Releases Top 18 Fiscally Challenged Cities  
New tool ranks the fiscal health of over 470 California cities across the state 

 
Sacramento, Calif. (October 24, 2019) – Today the California State Auditor launched a new 
tool—an online dashboard—that ranks more than 470 California cities based on detailed 
information about their fiscal health. The ranking is part of the Auditor’s High-Risk Local 
Government Audit Program for determining whether a local government agency is at risk of 
fiscal distress.  
 
“For the first time Californians will be able to go online and see a fiscal health ranking for more 
than 470 cities based across the state,” said California State Auditor Elaine M. Howle. “This new 
transparent interface for the public, state and local policy makers, and other interested parties 
is intended to identify cities that could be facing significant fiscal challenges.” 
 
The top California cities facing fiscal challenges identified on the online dashboard include: 
 

1. Compton 
2. Atwater 
3. Blythe 
4. Lindsay 
5. Calexico 
6. San Fernando 
7. El Cerrito 
8. San Gabriel 
9. Maywood 

10. Monrovia 
11. Vernon 
12. Richmond 
13. Oakland 
14. Ione 
15. Del Rey Oaks 
16. Marysville 
17. West Covina 
18. La Habra 

 
For a complete list of city rankings, including the top three fiscally challenged cities by region, 
visit: https://www.auditor.ca.gov/bsa/cities_risk_index.  
 
Using publicly available information, the Auditor’s Office used various financial indicators to 
assess the fiscal health of cities including those that determine if a city can pay its bills; the 
city’s level of debt; whether the city has reserves; how the city’s revenue is trending; and if the 
city can pay retirement benefits. The tool allows users to view individual city 
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621 Capitol Mall, Suite 1200 • Sacramento, CA 95814 • Phone: 916-445-0255 •  Fax: 916-327-0019 

ratings which are scored using a stop-light indicator rating system with red being high risk, 
yellow being moderate risk, and green being low risk.  
 
To ensure the development of the list included third-party municipal fiscal health expert input, 
the Auditor’s Office established and consulted with an advisory panel made up of experts in 
municipal fiscal health including representatives from the Public Policy Institute of California, 
CalPERS, California Policy Center, S&P Global Rating Services as well as an advisor to the 
California Society of Municipal Finance Officers and the League of California Cities, and a 
professor at the Daniel J. Evans School of Public Policy and Governance at the University of 
Washington.  
 
“We assessed risk by performing various financial comparisons and calculations that could 
indicate the potential for fiscal distress, and we analyzed things such as a city’s cash position or 
liquidity, debt burden, fiscal reserves, revenue trends, and ability to pay for employee 
retirement benefits,” said Howle. “We ensured the rigor behind our approach by establishing 
and engaging an advisory panel of experts in municipal fiscal health. We are confident that our 
assessment will help distressed cities get in front of impending challenges.”   
 
The State Auditor will now use an independent, data-driven analysis to determine which cities 
to send audit teams into to get local officials’ perspective regarding the areas of concern. If the 
assessment determines it would be beneficial to conduct an official audit of the respective city 
to determine the extent of the fiscal challenges and to recommend corrective actions, the State 
Auditor will request approval to do so from the Joint Legislate Audit Committee (JLAC). 
 
About the California State Auditor’s Office 
The California State Auditor’s Office is a state entity that is independent of the executive branch 
and legislative control. The purpose of the California State Auditor is to improve California 
government by assuring the performance, accountability, and transparency that its citizens 
deserve. For more information on the California State Auditor, please visit www.auditor.ca.gov.  
 

### 



CAPITOL ALERT

Capitol Alert

These are California’s most financially strapped
cities. Is yours on the list?

BY ANDREW SHEELER

OCTOBER 24, 2019 02:30 PM 
   

VIDEOS

https://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/capitol-alert
https://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/capitol-alert/
https://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/capitol-alert/
mailto:asheeler@thetribunenews.com
https://twitter.com/share?text=These+are+California%E2%80%99s+most+financially+strapped+cities.+Is+yours+on+the+list%3F&url=https://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/capitol-alert/article236610128.html
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/capitol-alert/article236610128.html
mailto:?subject=These%20are%20California%E2%80%99s%20most%20financially%20strapped%20cities.%20Is%20yours%20on%20the%20list%3F&body=https://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/capitol-alert/article236610128.html
https://www.sacbee.com/e-edition/today
https://www.sacbee.com/weather
https://www.sacbee.com/
https://www.sacbee.com/
https://www.mcclatchydc.com/#originPub=sacbee


State Auditor Elaine Howle (AP Photo/Rich Pedroncelli) RICH PEDRONCELLI AP

The state budget is flush with a $21 billion surplus. The longest-ever economic expansion in
California history has unemployment at historic lows.

But the wealth is not spread evenly among California cities, where some local government budgets
are straining with debt and declining revenue.

The California State Auditor’s Office on Thursday unveiled a new online dashboard revealing the
fiscal health, or lack thereof, of 471 cities in the Golden State, paying special attention to 18 “high
risk” communities.
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TOP ARTICLES

Using data from the 2016-17 fiscal year, the dashboard measures a city’s fiscal health using 10
metrics, with a city scoring points based on how they have addressed that topic.
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The metrics include a city’s liquidity, debt burden, general fund reserves, revenue trends, pension
obligations, pension funding, pension costs, future pension costs, retiree health care expenses.

The 18 high risk cities soon could be getting visitors from the state, California State Auditor Elaine
Howle said in a press conference Thursday morning.

“The next step for us, is to reach out to these cities,” Howle said.

Howle said employees of her office will contact representatives from each of the 18 cities in
question and ask if they have a plan to deal with their finances. If the answer is no, Howle said the
next step is for her office to get legislative permission to go in and do an audit.

The 18 cities declared to be high risk are:

Compton, in Los Angeles County, has not published required audited financial statements in five
years, according to Howle. That landed the city at the top of the auditor’s list.

Atwater, in Merced County, has struggled for years with a deficit, even borrowing money from its
water fund to keep city services operating.

Blythe, located near the Arizona border, struggles with having enough cash to pay for services.

Lindsay, in the Central Valley, is “functionally bankrupt,” according to the Sun-Gazette. The city
has the money to pay annual expenses, but not build up reserves.

A state audit found that Calexico, on the border with Mexico, spent a $4.1 million surplus into a $4
million deficit in a two-year period, according to KYMA.

Six years ago, San Fernando, in the San Fernando Valley, was rocked with scandal, resulting in the
city declaring a fiscal emergency. Since then, the city has worked to shrink its deficit, from $6
million in 2014 to $1 million in 2018, according to the Los Angeles Daily News.

El Cerrito, in the Bay Area, has low reserves and faces mounting pension obligations.
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San Gabriel, in Los Angeles County, is struggling with pension funding, obligations and cost.

Maywood, in Los Angeles County, has struggled with a series of problems, including a 2016 state
audit showing the city $15 million in debt, according to the Los Angeles Times.

Monrovia in the San Gabriel Valley is struggling with debt and pension obligations. Its city
manager in 2017 warned CalPERS Board of Administration that a planned pension rate increase
could leave the city “insolvent.”

Vernon, five miles south of Los Angeles, has fewer than 200 residents. It’s short on cash and
burdened by retiree health costs. It’s almost entirely industrial, and has more public employees
than residents, according to the Libertarian think tank California Policy Center.

Richmond in Alameda County routinely makes the list of financially distressed California cities.
It’s dealing with a steep pension burden and weak cash reserves. 

Oakland is the biggest city on the auditor’s list of financially distressed California cities. The
report notes it’s struggling with its pension debt and retiree health costs. The city is projecting a
deficit this year.

Tiny Ione in Amador County is home to a state prison and Cal Fire’s main training academy. It
made the list of financially distressed California cities because of its tight cash reserves.

The Monterey County Weekly in a 2018 report noted that Del Rey Oaks has “long struggled to
keep itself solvent.” It’s been using cannabis tax revenue to climb out of debt, but it’s still on the list
California’s most financially distressed cities. 

Marysville in Yuba County used furloughs to balance its budget as recently as 2016. Its residents
passed a sales tax increase that year. The state auditor notes that the city still has challenges with
debt, pension obligations and retiree health costs.
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A state audit in 2015 said West Covina had “serious and pervasive deficiencies” in its financial
management. It balanced its budget this year with layoffs.

Retiree health costs and tight reserves land La Habra of Orange County on the auditor’s list of
financially distressed California cities.
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NEWS

As California Economy Booms, Cities Struggle With Pensions
A new analysis shows pension obligations continue to weigh on California's cities.

By Associated Press, Wire Service Content Oct. 24, 2019
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California State Auditor Elaine Howle launches the City Fiscal Health Dashboard, a new website ranking the �scal health of over 470 state cities during a news conference in Sacramento, Calif.,
Thursday, Oct. 24, 2019. Howle released Thursday the ranking of the �nancial health of California cities assessed, of which 18 were declared �scally challenged. Compton in Southern California was
No. 1, followed by the cities of Atwater, Blythe, Lindsay and Calexico. (AP Photo/Adam Beam) 

BY ADAM BEAM, Associated Press

SACRAMENTO, Calif. (AP) — While California's economy is booming, a new analysis shows pension obligations continue to weigh on the state's cities as
nearly three quarters of them don't have enough money to pay the future health bene�ts for retired workers.

[ READ: The Money Behind the College Football Playoff Bowl Games ]

State Auditor Elaine Howle ranked the �nancial condition of 471 California cities on Thursday, with Compton topping the list for local governments labeled
"�scally challenged." More than half of the cities were listed as moderate to high risk for �nancial problems.

The cities' struggles contrast with California's overall economy, now in its 115th month of growth, breaking a record set in the 1960s. Unemployment is at
historic lows and the state has so much tax revenue that the Legislature approved a budget earlier this year with a $21.5 billion surplus.

States With the Most Economic Growth

THE ASSOCIATED PRESS
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Howle said 337 out of 471 cities have not saved enough money to pay for future retiree health bene�ts. Nearly half of the cities are not saving enough
money to pay pension bene�ts in �ve years. She also said she was alarmed to see some cities borrowing money to pay for pension obligations.

"Right now, we're in strong economic times, but everybody is expecting that recession to hit," Howle said. "So hopefully this information will trigger some
discussions and decision-making that better prepare cities to be able to respond to that recession, without cutting services."

The auditor's o�ce used 10 indicators to measure cities' �nancial health, including whether they had enough money to pay their bills, how much debt they
have how much money they have in savings and if the city has enough money to pay retirement obligations. The o�ce used those indicators to score cities
in a ranking from worst to best.

[ READ: New Jersey Has Worst Fiscal Health in Nation ]

https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/slideshows/10-states-with-the-most-economic-growth
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/2019-09-24/new-jersey-has-worst-fiscal-health-in-nation


The rankings are displayed on the auditor's website, which Howle hailed as the �rst of its kind in the nation to show such a level of detail about city
�nances. But the League of California Cities characterized the analysis as a data dump without context and analysis, making the rankings "irresponsible
and misleading."

"There is not a one-size-�ts all template on how to run a city's �nances," said Jill Oviatt, director of communications and marketing for the league. She noted
the data was from 2017, and many cities have since approved new taxes and other measures to improve their �nances.

Howle said 2017 was the latest year most of the cities had audited �nancial statements available.

Overall, the auditor identi�ed 18 cities that are "�scally challenged." Half of them were in and around Los Angeles County. Compton was No. 1, listed as
"high risk" for all ten indicators. Howle said the city was in the worst shape because, despite being required by law, it does not publish audited �nancial
statements.

A spokeswoman for the city did not return calls or an email seeking comment.

Compton was followed by the cities of Atwater in the Central Valley, Blythe on the border of Arizona, Lindsay — about 60 miles (95 kilometers) north of
Bakers�eld — and Calexico, a small city on the U.S.-Mexican border.

[ MORE: California Poverty Rate Stays High Despite Improvements ]

Most of the 18 "high risk" cities had fewer than 100,000 people. The biggest troubled city was Oakland, with more than 400,000 people at No. 13. Oakland
City Administrator Sabrina Landreth called the analysis "a blunt tool that doesn't account for each jurisdiction's unique and complex �nancial situation."

"That said, it does highlight the challenges many California cities, including Oakland, are facing related to pension obligations and retiree medical bene�ts,"
Landreth said.

https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/arizona
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/2019-07-31/california-poverty-rate-stays-high-despite-improvements


She said the city has made several changes since 2017, including boosting reserves and approving a budget that "makes an ongoing commitment to pay
down the City's unfunded medical liabilities for retirees."

Copyright 2019 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.
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Is your city ready for California’s next recession?
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Clockwise from left: The cities of Compton, Atwater, El Cerrito and Blythe were among 18 municipal

governments cited by California's state auditor as least fiscally prepared for an economic recession. Photos via

Creative Commons, Flickr

IN SUMMARY

The California economy may be flush, but recession is on the horizon. Now data from the state
auditor shows pensions, questionable management and other fiscal risks have put at least 18
Golden State cities on shaky ground.  
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California might be enjoying a historic economic expansion, but pockets of the state could be devastated in the next recession

and at least 18 cities are even now at high risk of fiscal distress, according to a first-in-the-nation dashboard released Thursday

by State Auditor Elaine Howle.

Compton, Atwater, Blythe, Lindsay and Calexico were the top 5 cities called out by the state’s fiscal watchdog based on their

cash flow, debt burden and pension liabilities in a new online display for the High Risk Local Government Audit Program. 

Others include Oakland, Richmond and El Cerrito in the San Francisco Bay Area and San Gabriel, Monrovia, West Covina,

Vernon and Maywood in Los Angeles County. The Central Valley towns of Lindsay and Ione also signaled possible distress.

“Right now, we’re in strong economic times but everyone is expecting that recession to hit,” Howle said. “So hopefully this

information will trigger discussions and decision-making that better prepares cities to be able to respond without cutting

services.”

The state auditor’s office began examining local governments for signs of fiscal shakiness in the wake of a financial scandal in

the city of Bell. Then-Assemblyman Ricardo Lara, whose district includes the tiny Los Angeles County city, authored Assembly

Bill 187 in 2011 authorizing the auditor to determine whether local agencies are at risk of fraud, waste or mismanagement.

The top 18 high-risk cities comprise a mix of size and geographic areas, but regional pockets were apparent in the East Bay

and inland Los Angeles County.  

Compton was determined to be at highest risk due to the lack of transparency over its finances. The working class city near

Los Angeles, known in years past for its high crime rates and gang problems, also has a history of being cited for alleged

waste, fraud and misuse of taxpayer dollars and made news in the past for being on the brink of bankruptcy. Nearby, the cities

of Vernon and Maywood have also been cited for weak governance.

https://www.auditor.ca.gov/bsa/cities_risk_index
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The desert town of Blythe in Riverside County has likewise been known in recent

years for its travails, which include a high poverty rate and shrinking population.

It has bet big on cannabis to infuse the city’s coffers but The Desert Sun found

only one company has opened its doors.  

There were, however, some surprises. The East Bay city of El Cerrito made the

list at No. 7 for poor liquidity and low reserves in addition to a high ratio of

pension obligations and costs. And suburban communities to the east of Los

Angeles – San Gabriel, Monrovia and West Covina – were singled out for being

saddled by high pension and retirement burdens.

Compton City Manager Craig Cornwell said in a statement that the city has been

working for the past year with the state controller’s office, and “diligently

preparing to release the audited financials so the public will have a better

understanding of our fiscal health.”

“We remain dedicated to continuing to make improvements,” Cornwell said.  

Atwater City Manager Lori Waterman said the Central Valley community has

been cooperating with the state auditor’s team, and has implemented

recommendations that helped take a $4.1 million deficit down to zero over the

past five years.

“We didn’t get here overnight,” she said, “and so they understand we’re not

going to get out of it overnight.”

The Shaky Eighteen

California cities under most fiscal
stress

Rank City Rank City
1 Compton 10 Monrovia
2 Atwater 11 Vernon
3 Blythe 12 Richmond
4 Lindsay 13 Oakland
5 Calexico 14 Ione

6 San 
Fernando 15 Del Rey 

Oaks
7 El Cerrito 16 Marysville

8 San Gabriel 17 West 
Covina

9 Maywood 18 La Habra

Source: California State Auditor, Fiscal Health of California
Cities
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Jill Oviatt, director of communications and marketing for the League of

California Cities, took issue with Howle’s findings, calling the dashboard “a data

dump that’s void of context and analysis” and noting that most of the numbers

are from the 2016-17 fiscal year, which is the most recent year for which

information is complete.

“It doesn’t tell the story of now, and so we’re not really clear on how helpful this

dashboard is to the public, to the cities or basically anybody,” Oviatt said.

But Oakland City Administrator Sabrina Landreth, while echoing that critique,

acknowledged that the dashboard “does highlight the challenges many California

cities, including Oakland, are facing related to pension obligations and retiree

medical benefits.”

And Waterman said it offers an additional incentive to improve Atwater’s fiscal

health next year: “I would anticipate when the new list comes out you’re going to

see more valley communities on here because of the retirement obligations, but I

would anticipate that Atwater is going to be substantially moved down the list because of the strides that we made.”

Howle said her office can investigate local agencies if it receives authorization from the Joint Legislative Audit Committee. In

Bell, eight officials, including the city manager and council members, were convicted on corruption charges for looting the city

treasury and boosting their pay and benefits.

Howle said she hopes the dashboard will prevent

the next City of Bell scandal by fostering

transparency — and better prepare cities for the
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next economic downturn even as pension costs

continue to climb.

“If some of these costs continue to go up and

these cities aren’t prepared for them, will they

have to cut services in order to pay pensions, to

pay for benefits, to pay for the debts that some

of the cities have taken on,” she said.

A separate report from the National League of

Cities has found that local governments are

bracing for an incoming recession. The League

reported that for the first time in seven years,

cities across the U.S. shared a general

expectation of declining revenues in the next

fiscal year.

With assistance from a panel of local government financial experts, Howle’s office filtered nearly all 482 California cities

through 10 financial criteria, six of them dealing with pension and retirement debt. Eleven cities were left out because they

were either too small or had incompatible financial reporting requirements.

The auditor’s office ranked cities from highest to lowest vulnerability, and used green-yellow-red traffic light colors to indicate

a city’s level of risk. While 18 cities are at high risk overall, 236 cities were labeled moderate risk and 217 cities deemed low risk

for the 2016-17 fiscal year.

Rankings were determined according to a weighted formula based on a city’s liquidity, or available cash; general fund reserves;

debt; revenue forecasts; and funding for long-term commitments.

California State Auditor Elaine Howle says pockets of the state are seriously vulnerable to the next

recession, Oct. 24, 2019. Photo by Anne Wernikoff for CalMatters

https://www.axios.com/exclusive-cities-recession-signs-f06c50b3-435d-42cb-b28d-7ecf6d2f3ea8.html


Besides reviewing the amount of money a city is collecting and spending each year, Howle’s team looked heavily at the

pension and retirement obligations that make up a big part of local government debt in California. For example, the dashboard

displays a city’s pension obligations by comparing its unfunded pension liability and so-called pension obligation bonds, a form

of borrowing to cover existing pension costs, to the city’s revenue. 

And in trying to forecast how well cities can manage future pension costs, her team pulled 5-year financial projections from

the California Public Employees’ Retirement System. The auditor found a high number — nearly half of all cities — are at high

risk of not having enough funds to cover their CalPERS payments unless they cut services or impose new taxes.

Howle said she plans to update the list annually.

https://www.calpers.ca.gov/
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City Population
Overall

Risk Liquidity

General
Fund

Reserves
Debt

Burden
Revenue

Trends
Pension
Funding

P

1 Compton 97,847 1 1 1 1 1 1

2 Atwater 29,118 2 16 1 1 130 31

3 Blythe 19,486 3 18 18 73 21 135

4 Lindsay 13,167 4 10 1 44 130 217

5 Calexico 39,953 5 1 1 83 66 303

6 San
Fernando 24,581 6 19 1 323 130 43

7 El Cerrito 24,982 7 20 1 200 393 43

8 San
Gabriel 40,315 8 36 1 280 130 80

9 Maywood 27,700 9 52 57 49 95 7

10 Monrovia 37,138 10 66 45 61 95 43

Fiscal Health Rankings of California Cities 2019
The California State Auditor has ranked 471 California cities according to their financial vulnerability. Use the headings,
arrows and search function to find your community. Rankings are from highest risk to lowest risk, meaning the top-
ranked cities have less available cash, lower general fund reserves, higher debt, unhealthier revenue trends and
weaker funding for pension obligations. Figures are from 2016-17, the most recent year for which complete data is
available.
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Oakland, Richmond and El Cerrito are among 18 California cities at high risk for seriousOakland, Richmond and El Cerrito are among 18 California cities at high risk for serious

financial problems in the next few years, according to a study released Thursday by thefinancial problems in the next few years, according to a study released Thursday by the

state auditor’s office.state auditor’s office.

California State Auditor Elaine Howle says the study is based on a website that allows anyone to get an inside look atCalifornia State Auditor Elaine Howle says the study is based on a website that allows anyone to get an inside look at
municipal nances.municipal nances.
Photo: Lea Suzuki / The Chronicle Photo: Lea Suzuki / The Chronicle 
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The study, which ranks the fiscal health of 471 cities in the state, is the basis of a The study, which ranks the fiscal health of 471 cities in the state, is the basis of a newnew

websitewebsite that allows anyone to get an inside look at municipal finances, said State that allows anyone to get an inside look at municipal finances, said State

Auditor Elaine Howle.Auditor Elaine Howle.

“The cities are ranked in three buckets: red for serious risk, yellow for moderate risk and“The cities are ranked in three buckets: red for serious risk, yellow for moderate risk and

green for low risk,” she said in an interview before the website’s launch. It’s “aimed atgreen for low risk,” she said in an interview before the website’s launch. It’s “aimed at

regular people, but (is) also for financial people who want to drill down deeper” into aregular people, but (is) also for financial people who want to drill down deeper” into a

city’s finances.city’s finances.
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Read more articles like this by subscribing to the San Francisco ChronicleRead more articles like this by subscribing to the San Francisco Chronicle   SUBSCRIBESUBSCRIBE

Although San Francisco and most other Bay Area cities fall in the moderate risk range,Although San Francisco and most other Bay Area cities fall in the moderate risk range,

the state auditors found San Jose right on the edge, ranking 23rd in the state, just behindthe state auditors found San Jose right on the edge, ranking 23rd in the state, just behind

the 18 “code red” cities.the 18 “code red” cities.

Those 18 include El Cerrito at No. 7, Richmond at No. 12 and Oakland at No. 13.Those 18 include El Cerrito at No. 7, Richmond at No. 12 and Oakland at No. 13.
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El Cerrito and Oakland have dangerously low financial reserves and crushing pensionEl Cerrito and Oakland have dangerously low financial reserves and crushing pension

obligations, the auditor’s office found. Richmond has the same problems, along with aobligations, the auditor’s office found. Richmond has the same problems, along with a

high debt total, the state said.high debt total, the state said.

Cities are legally obligated to pay pensions and other benefits to municipal retirees,Cities are legally obligated to pay pensions and other benefits to municipal retirees,

regardless of whether it pinches the government financially. That means the money hasregardless of whether it pinches the government financially. That means the money has

to come from somewhere — usually from cuts to services that affect everyone in the city,to come from somewhere — usually from cuts to services that affect everyone in the city,

including public safety, libraries, parks and street maintenance.including public safety, libraries, parks and street maintenance.

In a Sacramento news conference Thursday, Howle singled out Oakland for the profile ofIn a Sacramento news conference Thursday, Howle singled out Oakland for the profile of

a troubled city.a troubled city.

“Only one of the 10 indicators is green and multiple indicators are red,” she said. “That“Only one of the 10 indicators is green and multiple indicators are red,” she said. “That

shows real trouble for Oakland.”shows real trouble for Oakland.”

Oakland City Administrator Sabrina Landreth called the analysis “a blunt tool thatOakland City Administrator Sabrina Landreth called the analysis “a blunt tool that

doesn’t account for each jurisdiction’s unique and complex financial situation. ... Thatdoesn’t account for each jurisdiction’s unique and complex financial situation. ... That
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said, it does highlight the challenges many California cities, including Oakland, aresaid, it does highlight the challenges many California cities, including Oakland, are

facing related to pension obligations and retiree medical benefits.”facing related to pension obligations and retiree medical benefits.”

Richmond’s dismal numbers aren’t a surprise, but things are changing, said interim CityRichmond’s dismal numbers aren’t a surprise, but things are changing, said interim City

Manager Steven Falk.Manager Steven Falk.

“We aren’t going to pretend Richmond doesn’t have financial challenges,” he said. “But“We aren’t going to pretend Richmond doesn’t have financial challenges,” he said. “But

the city has taken steps to shore up its finances ... and work our way to have more greenthe city has taken steps to shore up its finances ... and work our way to have more green

and yellow boxes on that chart.”and yellow boxes on that chart.”

El Cerrito officials did not respond to numerous requests for comment.El Cerrito officials did not respond to numerous requests for comment.

Compton in Los Angeles County was ranked at the top of the auditor’s list of financiallyCompton in Los Angeles County was ranked at the top of the auditor’s list of financially

troubled California cities, followed by Atwater near Merced in the San Joaquin Valleytroubled California cities, followed by Atwater near Merced in the San Joaquin Valley

and Blythe in the desert in Riverside County.and Blythe in the desert in Riverside County.

The Bay Area’s most financially secure city was Lafayette, ranked 469th of 471.The Bay Area’s most financially secure city was Lafayette, ranked 469th of 471.

A team at the auditor’s office has been working on the website project for more than aA team at the auditor’s office has been working on the website project for more than a

year, pulling together financial reports and other information. But not even the citiesyear, pulling together financial reports and other information. But not even the cities

knew what their rankings were until the website went live Thursday morning.knew what their rankings were until the website went live Thursday morning.

“We have not reached out to the cities in advance, so we will get howls,” Howle said. “We“We have not reached out to the cities in advance, so we will get howls,” Howle said. “We

fully expect cities to call us, which means (the website) is a success in startingfully expect cities to call us, which means (the website) is a success in starting
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conversations.”conversations.”

There are also likely to be discussions between city officials and residents who suddenlyThere are also likely to be discussions between city officials and residents who suddenly

have easy access to information about local finances.have easy access to information about local finances.

“We hope this will lead people to ask questions,” Howle said.“We hope this will lead people to ask questions,” Howle said.

While the Legislature gave Howle the power to conduct individual city audits, theWhile the Legislature gave Howle the power to conduct individual city audits, the

website was her idea.website was her idea.

“We figured this could be tremendously valuable for the state of California” and provide“We figured this could be tremendously valuable for the state of California” and provide

more financial transparency for the state’s cities, she said. “We’ll be continually addingmore financial transparency for the state’s cities, she said. “We’ll be continually adding

data so we can see trends, what’s getting better and what’s getting worse.”data so we can see trends, what’s getting better and what’s getting worse.”

The ratings are based on 10 financial indicators, including city debt, financial reserves,The ratings are based on 10 financial indicators, including city debt, financial reserves,

pension and retirement obligations and anticipated revenue. Each factor is assigned apension and retirement obligations and anticipated revenue. Each factor is assigned a

point value, with a maximum total score of 100 for each city. High-risk cities scored atpoint value, with a maximum total score of 100 for each city. High-risk cities scored at

about 42 points or less.about 42 points or less.

“It’s somewhat comforting that we only have 18 cities at high risk,” Howle said. “But“It’s somewhat comforting that we only have 18 cities at high risk,” Howle said. “But

some cities at low risk might have areas where they are struggling.”some cities at low risk might have areas where they are struggling.”

The website includes easy-to-understand descriptions of complicated fiscal concepts.The website includes easy-to-understand descriptions of complicated fiscal concepts.

The question of a city’s cash position and liquidity, for example, is defined by a simpleThe question of a city’s cash position and liquidity, for example, is defined by a simple
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question: “Is the city able to pay its bills in the upcoming fiscal year?”question: “Is the city able to pay its bills in the upcoming fiscal year?”

For many cities, pension obligations and the cost of health and dental care for retiredFor many cities, pension obligations and the cost of health and dental care for retired

workers are a problem.workers are a problem.

“A lot of cities face problems with pension and costs, where they haven’t set enough“A lot of cities face problems with pension and costs, where they haven’t set enough

money aside for future obligations,” Howle said. That isn’t a surprise; the state is dealingmoney aside for future obligations,” Howle said. That isn’t a surprise; the state is dealing

with similar problems.with similar problems.

The data on the website are based on each city’s audited financial statement for theThe data on the website are based on each city’s audited financial statement for the

2016-17 fiscal year, which is a problem in itself, the auditor said.2016-17 fiscal year, which is a problem in itself, the auditor said.

All but the 11 tiniest California cities are required to do an audited financial statementAll but the 11 tiniest California cities are required to do an audited financial statement

each year, but the state couldn’t get more recent statements from some cities.each year, but the state couldn’t get more recent statements from some cities.

The 2017-18 fiscal year closed more than a year ago, “so that statement should be done.The 2017-18 fiscal year closed more than a year ago, “so that statement should be done.

But in some cases, it hasn’t been,” Howle said. Her office plans to release a list of the 60But in some cases, it hasn’t been,” Howle said. Her office plans to release a list of the 60

or so cities that haven’t completed those reports.or so cities that haven’t completed those reports.

John Wildermuth is a San Francisco Chronicle staff writer. Email:John Wildermuth is a San Francisco Chronicle staff writer. Email:

jwildermuth@sfchronicle.comjwildermuth@sfchronicle.com Twitter:  Twitter: @jfwildermuth@jfwildermuth

Sign up for Political Punch newsletterSign up for Political Punch newsletter

Politics from a Golden State perspective.Politics from a Golden State perspective.
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El Cajon Has One of the Highest Pension
Obligation Risks in California
El Cajon had roughly $493 million in pension liabilities in the 2016-2017 �scal year, but that year there was a $174 million gap
between the city’s pension assets and its pension liability.
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Photo by Dustin Michelson

El Cajon holds one of the highest pension obligation risks in the state, according to a new

report from the California state auditor.

The state auditor assessed each city’s ability to pay its bills both in the short and long term, by

measuring a set of 10 �nancial indicators, including the city’s cash position, debt burden,
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�nancial reserves, revenue trends and its ability to pay employee retirement bene�ts. Overall,

the auditor found that El Cajon had a moderate risk of �scal distress, but its pension obligations

rank among the worst.

El Cajon had roughly $493 million in pension liabilities in the 2016-2017 �scal year, which the

state auditor analyzed. But that year there was a $174 million gap between the city’s pension

assets and its pension liability.

City records show El Cajon’s unfunded pension debt has only gotten worse. In the 2018-2019

�scal year, that gap grew to $190 million.

El Cajon is not alone. Government agencies all over San Diego County and beyond are battling

ever-growing pension burdens, and their investments aren’t keeping up. But El Cajon’s

relatively small size makes a $15 million jump in a single year more dire and the city’s operating

budget is already stretched thin.

El Cajon reported less than $103 million in operating revenues and $101 million in expenses for

2017. For 2018, operating revenues topped $104 million, and expenses came in at $108 million,

according to the city’s 2018 annual �nancial report. The city’s annual pension contribution cost

nearly $12.5 million in 2017, and more than $14 million in 2018.

And the city’s smaller workforce is actually making some pension matters worse, said Graham

Mitchell, El Cajon’s city manager.
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“We o�er the same pensions as everybody else,” Mitchell said. “It’s now become a factor of how

many people worked here, at what point did they retire and how much sta� you have now.”

During the recession, El Cajon, like many cities, signi�cantly reduced its sta�. But while other

cities have since rebounded, El Cajon never really replaced many of those positions. That has

left the city with perpetually fewer employees paying into its California Public Employees’

Retirement System pension plan, when compared with the retired employees collecting

pensions.

The city has started meeting with consultants to consider better �nancing alternatives to

supplement CalPERS. Mitchell said he expects to have something to present to the City Council

in early 2020.

Years ago, El Cajon made changes to its pension plan to raise the amount city employees pay

toward pension contributions, the San Diego Union-Tribune reported in 2010.

El Cajon has about $8 million in reserves that the City Council has been putting away, Mitchell

said, which could help soften the blow of the pension liabilities. One potential solution could be

putting extra money each year into a trust for pensions that gets invested, instead of a general

reserve fund.

Another option could be a pension obligation bond, wherein the city takes out new debt to pay

down its pension obligations. In order for the move to pencil out long term, though, the bond

https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/sdut-cities-target-pension-plans-2010sep20-story.html


debt payments have to be lower than the earnings in the pension fund. That doesn’t always

work.

The city’s liability also keeps getting worse because CalPERS’s return on investment is lagging,

Mitchell said. CalPERS reported a 6.7 percent return in 2018-2019.

El Cajon’s public safety employee pension plan was the third worst-funded pension plan in the

county, Voice of San Diego reported in 2017.

The city has struggled to retain police o�cers, Mitchell said. The pay for El Cajon police o�cers

is about 16 percent lower than law enforcement in the rest of the county and in the past couple

of years the police force has seen an 8 percent turnover rate. That dynamic has made it di�cult

to pay into the pension plan at the same rate pensions are being paid out of it.

The city recently approved raises for City Council members, the Union-Tribune reported. It also

increased its public safety budget, in order to increase salaries over the next �ve years to be on

par with the rest of the county and address its recruitment and retention issues.

Mitchell said despite the city’s large unfunded pension obligations, revenue forecasts showed

that the city could a�ord these raises.

“We think we have the revenue to do it,” he said.
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Increasing pay to help recruit and retain employees can increase pension contributions to help

pay down the city’s pension debt, but more employees ultimately mean more pensions to pay,

continuing the pension debt cycle.
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NICK CAHILL

Auditor Ranks
California Cities by
Fiscal Health in New
Report

SACRAMENTO, Calif. (CN) – California may be operating on its largest budget in state

history thanks to an estimated $19 billion reserve fund, but some major cities including

Oakland and Richmond face serious financial risks, the state auditor said Thursday.

In a checkup of 470 California

cities, State Auditor Elaine

Howle says 18 face high-risk

financial woes due to factors like
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This screenshot of the California state auditor’s website shows the �scal health of San Francisco
Bay Area cities, with �scally sound cities in green and at-risk cities in red.

high debt, spiking pension

liabilities and lack of rainy-day

savings.

Cities from the San Francisco

Bay Area, Los Angeles and the

Central Valley earned the

dubious honor of landing on

Howle’s first-ever ranking of

local governments’ finances. 

The ranking is part of an

interactive state website Howle hopes will help cities identity and manage looming

risks.

“For the first time Californians will be able to go online and see a fiscal health ranking

for more than 470 cities based across the state,” Howle said of the website that

launched Thursday. “This new transparent interface for the public, state and local

policy makers and other interested parties is intended to identify cities that could be

facing significant fiscal challenges.”

The database focuses on information from fiscal year 2016-17 and places cities in three

color-coded categories from serious to low risk. The state auditor determined city

https://i2.wp.com/www.courthousenews.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/CalifCityHealth.jpg
https://www.auditor.ca.gov/bsa/cities_risk_index


rankings based on 10 factors such as cash position, debt burden, reserves, revenue

trends and retirement obligations.

Howle said the study uses publicly available information and was developed with the

help of experts from places like the Public Policy Institute of California, S&P Global

Rating Services and the League of California Cities. The website allows users to check

on individual cities and see how they performed in the various financial categories.

According to the study, Compton and Atwater face the highest financial risk of any

California city. Others in the top 18 include San Fernando at 6, Richmond at 12,

Oakland at 13 and West Covina at 17.

As for other major California cities, San Jose was ranked 23 , Los Angeles 32 ,

Sacramento 51 , San Diego 61  and San Francisco 152 .

While it says it “fully supports transparency,” the League of California Cities wasn’t

happy with the auditor’s findings and urged the public not to jump to conclusions.

“However, when you look at the state auditor’s recently released dashboard, we are

essentially seeing a data dump that is void of any context or analysis, and this can be

very misleading,” said the league’s communications director Jill Oviatt in an email.

“For instance, this dashboard is based on 2016-17 data and does not take into account

new revenue streams or policies that may have been enacted over the last three years

rd nd

st st nd



that could make the fiscal outlook of a city very different than it appears in this web

tool.”

California cities such as Stockton, Vallejo and San Bernardino filed for bankruptcy

protection in the aftermath of the Great Recession, largely citing ballooning unfunded

pension liabilities as a root cause.

The information will be updated regularly and Howle says her office will use it when

deciding whether to conduct individual audits going forward.

“We are confident that our assessment will help distressed cities get in front of

impending challenges,” Howle said in a statement.
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State auditor: Blythe and Calexico among most fiscally
challenged cities in California

Rebecca Plevin, Palm Springs Desert Sun Published 1:17 p.m. PT Oct. 24, 2019 | Updated 5:56 p.m. PT Oct. 25, 2019

The inland cities of Blythe and Calexico are among the top-five most fiscally challenged cities in the state, according to a new analysis by the California
State Auditor.

The auditor’s office on Thursday unveiled a new online dashboard that ranks more than 470 California cities based on their fiscal health (https://california-
auditor.connect.socrata.com/#!/dashboard?places=&categories=11:T&start_date=2019-01-01&end_date=2019-12-
31&lat=33.77458136371689&lng=-116.57318115234375&zoom=9.762500686273262&shapeIds=&shapeGroupId=ujaf-
gmvf&currentTab=list&boundingLat=33.7475&boundingLng=-116.972&boundingRadius=20&showBoundsPin=true&mapType=ChoroplethMap&listViewTab=City%20Data&overlayLa
It uses publicly available information — including if a city can pay its bills, the city’s level of debt, whether the city has reserves and if the city can pay
retirement benefits — to assess individual cities' levels of risk.

The tool, called the Local Government High-Risk Dashboard, assigns cities an overall score of high, moderate or low risk, and also rates their risk
level based on specific indicators.

http://www.desertsun.com/staff/4388244002/rebecca-plevin/
https://california-auditor.connect.socrata.com/#!/dashboard?places=&categories=11:T&start_date=2019-01-01&end_date=2019-12-31&lat=33.77458136371689&lng=-116.57318115234375&zoom=9.762500686273262&shapeIds=&shapeGroupId=ujaf-gmvf&currentTab=list&boundingLat=33.7475&boundingLng=-116.972&boundingRadius=20&showBoundsPin=true&mapType=ChoroplethMap&listViewTab=City%20Data&overlayLayers=California%20Cities,California%20Cities%20Boundaries,Census%20Places&search_field=&search_value=&autoUpdate=false&heatFilters=&statusFilter=&choroplethField=thematic_attribute_0_qsui_x7j9&choroplethCategory=&searchType=place


"This new transparent interface for the public, state and local policy makers, and other interested parties is intended to identify cities that could be facing
significant fiscal challenges," State Auditor Elaine Howle said in a statement.

The auditor's office will continue adding information to the database to highlight cities' economic trends and prevent them from slipping into fiscal distress,
Howle said.

Blythe is among the top-five most fiscally challenged cities in the state, according to a new analysis by the California State Auditor. (Photo: The Desert Sun file photo)

Statewide rankings

The top California cities facing fiscal challenges include:
1. Compton
2. Atwater
3. Blythe

Buy Photo



Blythe, a Riverside County farming city of about 20,000 people located near the California-Arizona border, has in recent years seen a shrinking
population and high poverty rate. The city banked on legal marijuana businesses bringing it back to prosperity (/story/money/2019/03/14/blythe-california-
cannabis-weed-pot-marijuana-industry-desert-town/3033758002/), but its cannabis industry hasn’t yet taken off. 

The city now faces high risks based on its ability to pay its bills in the coming fiscal year, its debt burden, its general fund reserves, its revenue trends and
its pension obligations and costs, among other indicators, according to the auditor.

4. Lindsay
5. Calexico
6. San Fernando
7. El Cerrito
8. San Gabriel
9. Maywood

10. Monrovia

https://www.desertsun.com/story/money/2019/03/14/blythe-california-cannabis-weed-pot-marijuana-industry-desert-town/3033758002/


The border fence runs along a street in Calexico, California. On the other side is the larger city of Mexicali. (Photo: Zoe Meyers/Desert Sun)

Calexico, an Imperial County city of about 40,000 people situated on the California-Mexico border, is at the highest risk of any city in the state when it
comes to its ability to pay its bills (https://www.desertsun.com/in-depth/news/2019/07/11/doughnut-shop-near-border-serves-reunion-point-workers-
calexico-immigration/1347026001/) in the coming fiscal year. It is also at high risk due to its debt burden, general fund reserves and future pension costs,
according to the auditor’s office.

How the Coachella Valley stacks up

No Coachella Valley cities received an overall high risk designation from the auditor’s office. When compared with 471 California cities, here’s how the
nine valley cities scored based on their overall financial risk:

Palm Springs, with population of about 47,000, faces high risks due to its debt burden, pension funding and future pension costs
(/story/news/2017/06/08/buzz-golf-course/381176001/), according to the auditor’s office.

The city of Hemet, which Business Insider recently named one of the 50 most miserable cities in the country (/story/money/business/2019/10/07/hemet-
california-named-one-americas-most-miserable-cities/3902741002/), clocked in just ahead of Palm Springs at 41st of 471 cities, earning an overall
moderate risk score, according to the auditor’s office. The Inland Empire community known for high crime rates, unemployment and vacant homes
earned high-risk designations due to its pension obligations, pension funding and pension costs.

The office previously audited Hemet and concluded in August 2016 that the city was at high risk, due to issues related to its finances and organizational
management (https://www.auditor.ca.gov/pdfs/reports/2019-806.pdf). The office is currently monitoring the city’s progress.

1. Palm Springs (#46, at moderate risk)
2. Cathedral City (#105, at moderate risk)
3. Indio (#118, at moderate risk)
4. Coachella (#121, at moderate risk)
5. Desert Hot Springs (#308, at low risk)
6. La Quinta (#434, at low risk)
7. Palm Desert (#444, at low risk)
8. Rancho Mirage (#454, at low risk)
9. Indian Wells (#466, at low risk)

https://www.desertsun.com/in-depth/news/2019/07/11/doughnut-shop-near-border-serves-reunion-point-workers-calexico-immigration/1347026001/
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https://www.desertsun.com/story/money/business/2019/10/07/hemet-california-named-one-americas-most-miserable-cities/3902741002/
https://www.auditor.ca.gov/pdfs/reports/2019-806.pdf


Rebecca Plevin is a reporter for The Desert Sun. Reach her at rebecca.plevin@desertsun.com. Follow her on Twitter at @rebeccaplevin.
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As California economy booms, cities struggle with pensions

California State Auditor Elaine Howle launches the City Fiscal Health Dashboard, a new website ranking the �scal health of over 470 state cities during a news conference in Sacramento, Calif., Thursday, Oct. 24, 2019. Howle
released Thursday the ranking of ... more >

By ADAM BEAM - Associated Press - Thursday, October 24, 2019
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SACRAMENTO, Calif. (AP) - While California’s economy is booming, a new analysis shows pension obligations continue to weigh on

the state’s cities as nearly three quarters of them don’t have enough money to pay the future health bene�ts for retired workers.

State Auditor Elaine Howle ranked the �nancial condition of 471 California cities on Thursday, with Compton topping the list for

local governments labeled “�scally challenged.” More than half of the cities were listed as moderate to high risk for �nancial

problems.

The cities’ struggles contrast with California’s overall economy, now in its 115th month of growth, breaking a record set in the

1960s. Unemployment is at historic lows and the state has so much tax revenue that the Legislature approved a budget earlier this

year with a $21.5 billion surplus.
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Howle said 337 out of 471 cities have not saved enough money to pay for future retiree health bene�ts. Nearly half of the cities are

not saving enough money to pay pension bene�ts in �ve years. She also said she was alarmed to see some cities borrowing money

to pay for pension obligations.
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“Right now, we’re in strong economic times, but everybody is expecting that recession to hit,” Howle said. “So hopefully this

information will trigger some discussions and decision-making that better prepare cities to be able to respond to that recession,

without cutting services.”

The auditor’s o�ce used 10 indicators to measure cities’ �nancial health, including whether they had enough money to pay their

bills, how much debt they have how much money they have in savings and if the city has enough money to pay retirement

obligations. The o�ce used those indicators to score cities in a ranking from worst to best.
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The rankings are displayed on the auditor’s website, which Howle hailed as the �rst of its kind in the nation to show such a level of

detail about city �nances. But the League of California Cities characterized the analysis as a data dump without context and

analysis, making the rankings “irresponsible and misleading.”

“There is not a one-size-�ts all template on how to run a city’s �nances,” said Jill Oviatt, director of communications and marketing

for the league. She noted the data was from 2017, and many cities have since approved new taxes and other measures to improve

their �nances.

Howle said 2017 was the latest year most of the cities had audited �nancial statements available.

Overall, the auditor identi�ed 18 cities that are “�scally challenged.” Half of them were in and around Los Angeles County. Compton

was No. 1, listed as “high risk” for all ten indicators. Howle said the city was in the worst shape because, despite being required by

law, it does not publish audited �nancial statements.

A spokeswoman for the city did not return calls or an email seeking comment.

Compton was followed by the cities of Atwater in the Central Valley, Blythe on the border of Arizona, Lindsay - about 60 miles (95

kilometers) north of Bakers�eld - and Calexico, a small city on the U.S.-Mexican border.

Most of the 18 “high risk” cities had fewer than 100,000 people. The biggest troubled city was Oakland, with more than 400,000

people at No. 13. Oakland City Administrator Sabrina Landreth called the analysis “a blunt tool that doesn’t account for each

jurisdiction’s unique and complex �nancial situation.”
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“That said, it does highlight the challenges many California cities, including Oakland, are facing related to pension obligations and

retiree medical bene�ts,” Landreth said.

She said the city has made several changes since 2017, including boosting reserves and approving a budget that “makes an

ongoing commitment to pay down the City’s unfunded medical liabilities for retirees.”
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