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Summary
The City of Rochester’s Proposed Budget for 2021-22 directs expenditures to support our
community’s recovery from 16 months of health, economic, and social crises. While pandemic
restrictions are slowly being lifted and many Rochester residents are returning to some sense
of normalcy, the healing from losses experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic has just
begun. Children are the center of our concern.
Recovery Context for City Children
•

•

•

•

As a result of the loss of employment and reduction of hours for adults, approximately
10,000 children in Monroe County were newly entered into or were considered near
poverty in June 2020.
The resumption of in-person learning in the Rochester City School District (RCSD)
began in January 2021 for some students with the highest special education needs.
That was followed in February by the return of some general education students,
although using a hybrid model that allows for only 2 days per week in-person
instruction. In May 2021, the majority of RCSD students continued to learn fully
remotely.
Rochester saw significant declines in enrollment in pre-K education during the time of
remote learning. As reported by RCSD staff in the Early Childhood Department, pre-K
enrollment in 2020-2021 is down by about 1,000 children. Additionally, 500 - 700 5year-olds who would normally be enrolled in and attending kindergarten are
unaccounted for.
The estimated days of learning lost in RCSD were, on average, 124 school days in
English and 230 school days in Math. It is important to remember that these
estimates are only for the impact of school disruption from March - June 2020. They
do not account for the impact of remote and hybrid learning from September 2020 –
present.1

In this report, The Children’s Agenda commends new and existing City initiatives proposed in
the 2021-22 budget that will benefit children and youth in the year ahead and makes
recommendations where we see an opportunity for better use of City resources.
For the 2021-22 fiscal year, we look closely at the City’s plans to provide support to children,
youth and families who were impacted by the public health emergency, at the long overdue
reforms in the Rochester Police Department (RPD), and at the new initiatives to address
institutional racism, prevent violence, and respond to residents’ needs for mental and
behavioral health services. These include the Office of Neighborhood Safety, exploration of
civilian oversight of public safety functions, the Police Accountability Board, the Budget Equity
Project, the Peace Fellowship, and expanded Crisis Intervention Services. Each of the City’s

1

Emotional and Educational Recovery: Overview, ROC the Future, May 2021, https://rocthefuture.org/emotional-and-educational-recovery-overview/
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new initiatives should include a built-in robust evaluation component to help identify
efficacy at meeting stated objectives and redirect resources away from those that are
ineffective.

Major Findings
1. There are substantial changes in the scope of City departments, especially the
Department of Recreation and Human Services (DRHS), to respond to Rochester’s
health, economic and racism crises.
2. The budget proposes a $4.5 million cut to the Police Department’s budget, but it is not
substantive given that most of the reduction comes from positions that are authorized
but vacant ($2.1 million), relocation of animal services ($1.5 million) and family and
victim services ($262,000) to DRHS.
3. One million dollars is allocated from Undistributed funds for implementation of the
Commission on Race and Structural Equity recommendations. Because it does not sit
in a city department, decision-making about how and on what these dollars will be
spent is unclear. The process for deciding on use of the funds should be explicit and
involve community engagement.
4. The proposed budget does not include the $207 million in federal COVID relief funds
that are anticipated to arrive very soon.

Priority Recommendations
We ground our recommendations in four strategic directions:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Best Start: Investing in our future
Belonging and Thriving: Every child needs a village
Equity: Directing the right resources where they’re needed most
Transparency, Participatory Decision-making and Accountability: Building trust

Best Start: Investing in our future
The most effective use of City tax dollars is investing in prevention. The City makes those
investments through early childhood programs at R-Centers, summer reading programs in
libraries, and funding for the GROW developmental screening program.
Best Start Recommendations:
• Expand the use of R-Center facilities and play areas to provide more safe and
developmentally appropriate preschool and early elementary summer programming.
• Direct a portion of City economic development and small business assistance to child
care programs who are essential to the city’s economic recovery, yet are struggling to
remain open.
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Belonging and Thriving: Every child needs a village
We are all better off when our children and youth feel connected and valued.2 This is a
priority in the year ahead as we emerge from the pandemic and the multiple traumas
affecting children and youth.
In its recent report “Emotional and Educational Recovery: An Overview,” ROC the Future
described the impact of the past 15 months on children and youth – “What was initially
hoped to be a short-term situation became long-term and was accompanied by chronic
upheaval in people's lives. Everyone was faced with the uncertainty of the pandemic and
challenges in meeting basic needs like food. Many families were faced with COVID infections,
including long-term hospitalizations and deaths. Childcare facilities closed. Social isolation
escalated. Massive layoffs occurred. . . . In addition to the social upheaval of the pandemic,
many children have been impacted by police involved violence and the asphyxiation of
George Floyd in Minneapolis in May 2020 and then the death of Daniel Prude in Rochester
that came to light in August 2020. Children in Rochester were further exposed to aggressive
police tactics used during the community protests.”
Schools face a difficult task attempting to meet students’ academic and social-emotional
needs. But we must also address the needs of school-age youth who have not participated in
any schooling since the pandemic began. Nationally,
It is critical that the needs and voices
between February and June 2020, the share of young
of, to borrow the phrasing of William
people who were neither enrolled in school nor
Julius Wilson, the “truly
employed— the “disconnection rate”—had more than disconnected” are heard and listened
doubled.3 There is an undetermined number of
to and that a fair share of the
Rochester adolescents who have not been attending
tsunami of resources let loose is
school, are not employed, and are not engaged with a
channeled to them and their
faith community or community organization. Even
communities.
A Decade Undone: Youth Disconnection in the Age of
young people who are connected to family or other
Coronavirus
supports will need help in the year ahead to regain
relationships, employment, school connections and
social-emotional wellness.
Belonging and Thriving Recommendations
• Identify disconnected youth and determine their needs, and design interventions to reengage them in school, work, or community activities.
• Police reform should include minimizing police stops with youth for “no bell on bike”,
jaywalking, and pretextual stops4;

2

https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/explore-health-rankings/measures-data-sources/county-health-rankings-model/health-factors/social-andeconomic-factors/education/disconnected-youth
3
National Center on State Legislatures, https://www.ncsl.org/bookstore/state-legislatures-magazine/covid-19-nearly-3-in-10-young-people-aredisconnected-magazine2020.aspx
4
Permitted stops during which police officers identify an objective violation of a traffic law, and they stop a motorist, even if their actual intention is to
use the stop to investigate a hunch that by itself does not amount to probable cause or reasonable suspicion.
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• The core purpose of offering recreational opportunities and youth services should not
be lost in the many changes to the Department of Recreation and Human Services.
DRHS should adopt an effective strategy to reduce violence and promote positive
outcomes for youth by fully funding quality youth development programming provided
by well-compensated, trained, and consistent staff.

Equity: Directing the right resources where they’re needed most
Our community has tolerated gaps in access to resources, money, privilege and other
advantages for too long, and our young people have consequently suffered. The pandemic
has made those gaps wider. The proposed 21-22 City budget invests in progress toward
equity, and the City should invest even more, following the principles of an inclusive recovery.
Equity Recommendations:
• At least $10 million of the proposed 2021-22 Rochester Police Department’s budget
should be redirected to assessing the needs of Rochester’s youth, involving youth
voice, and developing responsive programs and strategies in collaboration with
community partners.
• At least $500,000 of the Undistributed funds dedicated to implementing the RASE
Commission recommendations should be directed to supporting children and youth
through reversing policies that result in disproportionate involvement of youth of color
in the juvenile justice system, ending practices that disproportionately drain resources
from Black and Latinx families, investing in sustainable economic opportunities in Black
and Latinx communities and assuring transparency, participatory decision-making and
accountability in use of those funds.
• Fully fund, implement and evaluate alternative responses for mental health crises,
overdoses, domestic disputes, basic material needs, traffic enforcement and other calls
for help that are best met with a non-police response.
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• Information about City resources, assistance and public engagement should be widely
available in multiple languages.

Transparency, Participatory Decision-making and Accountability: Building trust
The news of Daniel Prude’s death in 2020, released months after he was killed, prompted
strong and broad community disapproval connected to the injuries and deaths of Black and
Brown residents that have occurred at the hands of police for decades. Trust in existing
public safety institutions has eroded. Moving forward, the City must act with great
transparency, and it must welcome measures of accountability. In addition, with a large
influx of federal dollars coming soon to multiple levels of government locally, there is a
danger of funds being misused or misdirected. Public transparency and participatory
decision-making is a must.
Transparency, Participatory Decision-Making and Accountability Priority Recommendations
• To demonstrate accountability for recent changes in the City’s FOIL policy in response
to multiple complaints about long delays and excessive rejections, the City Law
Department should provide quarterly reporting to Council and the public on the
number of FOILS received, the number fulfilled within 20 business days, the number
extended, and the number rejected.
• Very little City information is made available in languages other than English. Public
notices such as City Council meetings, public forums, requests for citizen input,
information about new laws and policy, announcements of new programs and
assistance especially related to the pandemic, etc. should be accessible in sign
language, Spanish, and eventually in other languages.
• The process for allocating the $1 million to implement the RASE Commission
recommendations should be transparent and involve community engagement.
• The City should plan to regularly involve the public in participatory decision-making on
use of federal COVID funds, and provide residents with follow-up reports.

Priority Commendations
1. We commend the City for continued implementation of the Budget Equity Program.
Part of the City’s participation in the National League of Cities’ Race Equity and
Leadership Initiative, this process weaves a Budget Equity Tool into annual
departmental budget decision-making. This tool requires every department to
answer questions about existing and planned equity strategies, the equity impact of
their budget proposals, and community engagement and inclusion. We hope this
initiative will spark changes in City operations and external priorities. We
recommend that the City Office of Management and Budget and the Dept. of
Human Resources’ Equity Office ensure that every annual budget document moving
forward include an annual report on the Budget Equity Program.
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2. We commend the City, and the Department of Recreation and Human Services
especially, for responding to emerging needs and trends. In light of increased gun
violence, police brutality, and dramatic declines in available educational, health, and
economic supports, the City responded with food distribution, testing and vaccine
assistance, R-Center learning labs with laptops for schoolwork, rent assistance,
expanded crisis intervention services, new violence prevention programs, and
approval of the Police Accountability Board. More change will be needed in the years
ahead to reverse decades of racial and economic injustice and to create true public
safety and public health.
3. We commend the City for fully funding the Police Accountability Board (PAB). The
work of the PAB will benefit children and youth in two ways. First, the work of the
PAB will likely lead to safer police-youth interactions and lower rates of Rochester
youth entering the criminal justice system. Simply by avoiding contact with the
juvenile justice system, youth will be more likely to graduate from high school and be
more successful in the long run. Second, the PAB’s role in holding police accountable
will reduce the negative outcomes for children that too often result from police
interactions with parents (e.g., death or injury of the parent, detention or
incarceration that confiscates parents’ ability to provide for their children
economically and in many other ways, and raises parents’ stress levels to the
research-proven detriment of children’s’ academic success and social-emotional wellbeing).5

Final Note
The American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA)
The Children’s Agenda recognizes that
the proposed budget does not address
how and where it will direct the $207
million it will soon receive from the
federal American Rescue Plan Act. The
ARPA funds will come to the City in two
installments, half in 2021 and the other
half at a later date.
We strongly recommend that the City implement robust community engagement
opportunities as decisions are being made (such as participatory budgeting), and
transparency and accountability mechanisms as the funds are being expended over the next
two years.

5

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15374416.2019.1639515?journalCode=hcap20
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Acceptable use of ARPA funds for cities:
ARPA funds can be used to fight COVID, provide medical care and “address disparities in
public health that have been exacerbated by the pandemic.”6 Permitted uses also include
conducting outreach, helping people access services, actually providing services and
launching a public awareness campaign. The City can fund and train organizations rooted in
the communities most affected by the pandemic and groups that already help people access
public services. It can be used to restore lost City tax revenue and fund water, sewer, and
broadband infrastructure investments. In the guidance to cities, the Treasury repeatedly
recommends using the funds to assist those households, businesses and nonprofits most
disproportionately impacted by the pandemic. It encourages funding uses that foster a
strong, inclusive, and equitable recovery, especially uses with long-term benefits for health
and economic outcomes.7 The Treasury encourages public input in government decisions
about the use of ARPA funds.
We strongly recommend that the City adhere to eight principles when making decisions on
ARPA expenditures:
1. The #1 spending priority must be to support the most vulnerable children and families
still recovering from this past year: children and families living in poverty, Black-led
organizations and BIPOC families, and families with physical and mental illness.
2. Invest new revenue to supplement rather than supplant existing revenue, balancing
one-time only and recurring expenses.
3. Invest in foundations for enduring, racially equitable systems.
4. Focus on prevention and target expenditures with evidence of effectiveness.
5. Involve the least red tape and intermediary systems in the way of children and families
as possible.
6. Build transparency and accountability into all expenditure decisions and
implementation plans.
7. Meaningfully engage community members in the planning, distribution and oversight
of expenditures, with specific efforts to include people of color;
8. Use the most restrictive funding as directed, rather than directing unrestricted funding
for what restricted funds can accomplish.

6

Memo on Treasury’s Interim Final Rule for the Rescue Plan’s Fiscal Recovery Funds, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, May 12, 2021

7

Memo on Treasury’s Interim Final Rule for the Rescue Plan’s Fiscal Recovery Funds, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, May 12, 2021
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