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A Children’s Budget in the

District of Columbia
Introduction
Children and youth in the District rely more
heavily on the District government for essen-
tial services, including early care and educa-
tion and K-12 education, than other city resi-
dents.  More than one-third of youth under
age 18 live in poverty and may participate in
the welfare program, receive food stamps and
rely on public health benefits.  Being dispro-
portionately dependent on city services makes
children and youth especially vulnerable to cuts
in particular city programs and services, and
for this reason alone the public should pay close
attention to what is and what is not in the
District’s annual budget document, the most
important legislation the mayor and city coun-
cil work on annually.

Historically, the budget and the budget pro-
cess in the District have not been particularly
consumer-friendly.  Budget books lack essen-
tial information, such as the total number of
children or youth eligible for a service, making
it difficult to assess the adequacy of the bud-
get.  Too, copies have not been made avail-
able to members of the public, making it diffi-
cult for individuals and organizations who wish
to comment on the budget to do so.  While
performance-based budgeting, known as PBB,
had promised to make the budget more trans-
parent and more closely linked to measurable
program results, these promises have not been
realized.

The complex combinations of statistics related
to children and youth, the difficulties in accessing
budget information, and the overall importance
of the budget itself have necessitated the cre-
ation of a special children’s budget.  In other
states, these children’s budgets typically iso-
late funding for programs for children and youth
in a separate document, describing goals and
how the budget plans to achieve them and
providing an overall context for children, youth
and families in need utilizing census and other
data.  The District’s FY 2006 budget legislation
required the mayor to present its own
Children’s Budget Report with his FY 2007 bud-
get proposal.  Child advocates in- and outside
of government consider this requirement a
major step forward in determining the city’s
overall investment in children and youth.

DC Action for Children considers the creation
of the Children’s Budget Report a major win
for children and youth and is proud to have
recommended the adoption of a children’s bud-
get in District of Columbia.  This edition of Is-
sues in Brief will provide an explanation of the
necessity of the children’s budget, steps for
assessing its usefulness, expectations for the
document, and recommendations for future
iterations of the Children’s Budget Report.
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The necessity of a children’s budget
and making it reality
Because services and funding for children and
youth are listed throughout the District’s overall
budget document, it has been difficult to iden-
tify and calculate total spending on those un-
der age 18 in the current budget structure.
Two examples bear this out:
• Out-of-school time services:  As part of

its children’s budget advocacy efforts, DC
Action for Children identified 15 District gov-
ernment agencies providing financial support,
work and educational opportunities to youth
in the city.  Even with the help of technical
experts like the DC Fiscal Policy Institute and
DC Action for Children, determining the over-
all investment in “out-of-school time” ser-
vices without the assistance of a children’s
budget document was extraordinarily diffi-
cult.  This is why many in the community
have used the Children and Youth Invest-
ment Trust Corp. as a proxy for “out-of-
school time” services.

• Early care and education:  In 2005, DC
Action for Children received a grant to com-
pare funding for children’s programs in the
0-5, school-age, and youth and college-age
age groups.  The result was Early Learning
Left Out:  Investments by Child Age on Edu-
cation and Development (April 2005).  Thanks
to the assistance of the Office of the Chief
Financial Office (OFCO), which provided ac-
cess to the city’s accounting system, DC ACT
was able to identify programs and their as-
sociated funding.  Even with OCFO assis-
tance, however, the project was time-con-
suming and frustrating — considerable time
was spent identifying agencies serving each
age group, and even more time was spent
identifying Programs, Activities and Services
(PBB jargon) by age and funding type.  A
children’s budget would have enabled us to
compile program and funding information
without the assistance of the OCFO and
would have saved considerable time.

To move the children’s budget process forward,
individuals from the public and private sectors

came together in June 2005 to form the
Children’s Budget Working Group.  The Work-
ing Group identified more than 30 agencies and
programs in which funding was directly related
to children, youth, and families (for the direct
benefit of children).  The process relied on a
set of rules guiding inclusion and exclusion of
particular agencies, Programs and Activities (in
PBB-speak).  This work alone represents a sig-
nificant advance for the District of Columbia.
The Deputy Mayor for Children, Youth, Fami-
lies and Elders pushed further, however, ex-
tending the Children’s Budget Report into an
actual policy document and requiring the city
to include goals and data related to need and
demographics as part of their budget report.
This information will be used by individuals to
determine how the budget will meet specific
funding needs as well as identifying the num-
ber of children who will not be served by par-
ticular programs.

It is expected that the budget information and
data types mentioned above will lead to the
improved accountability of government agen-
cies and improved decision-making ability of
elected and appointed officials.  It is also ex-
pected that discussions will change from “How
many children does the Child Care Subsidy Pro-
gram serve?” to “What role do the various
agencies play in achieving the citywide goal of
school readiness for preschoolers?”  The lat-
ter represents the substantive policy discus-
sions that can occur with comprehensive data
and budget information, and is an important
public policy win for children and youth in the
District of Columbia.

The Children’s Budget Report going
forward
DC Action for Children believes that the FY
2007 Children’s Budget Report will succeed in
compiling more information on children, youth
and families than has ever been available in a
single resource document.  At the same time,
we recognize it will have shortcomings, like
any first-time project.  DC Action for Children
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will continue our work on the children’s budget
and recommend specific improvements for the
FY 2008 edition.  The recommendations in-
clude:
• Including outcome measures in the report:

This will enable readers to determine the
real-life improvements to children and youth
achieved as a result of government funding.
The District currently does not include out-
come measures in the budget.  This recom-
mendation would, in essence, pilot outcome
measures for the District government.

• Developing more appropriate Key Result Mea-
sures for agency strategic business plans and
the budget.

• Utilizing the report as a planning and evalua-
tion tool.

• Linking outcomes to broad goals, and both
to funding allocations.

• Including data related to each broad goal.
In order to best understand the current situ-
ation facing children and youth, data specific
to each goal should be included.  For ex-
ample, it is important to know that there
are 8,000 young people in need of drug
treatment when considering the sufficiency
of the substance abuse treatment budget.
The data will provide a contextual backdrop
at the same time it demonstrates the gov-
ernment is aware of the actual need in the
community.

• Defining the broad goals.  The FY 2007
Children’s Budget Report does not define
what the city hopes to accomplish with indi-

The requirement of the submission of a Children’s Budget Report by the mayor is part of the “Fiscal
Year 2006 Budget Support Act of 2005” (BSA).  The BSA language was a collaborative effort
between DC Action for Children, the Committee on Human Services and its members and the Council
of the District of Columbia.  According to the budget legislation,

Beginning with the submission of the fiscal year 2007 budget, the Mayor shall include a Children’s
Budget report that:  (1) Outlines the portion of the District’s annual budget that is directed
toward services and programs included in that budget that serve children and youth from birth to
18 years of age; (2) Includes all services that are directed toward children and youth or toward
families for the benefit of their children; (3) Provides information on expenditures at the program
and activity levels; (4) For agencies that are required to provide budget information at the
service level, provides information at the program, activity, and service levels; and (5) For
programs provided by the District of Columbia Public Schools, provides administrative cost of
service information both including and excluding costs associated with non-local school adminis-
trative expenses.

vidual benchmarks.  While the goals may
appear straightforward, there is always room
for interpretation.  The government should
be clear in articulating its priorities and should
publicize them accordingly.  The next step in
the definition is the inclusion of outcome
measures by which the government and
community will assess success or failure.
These indicators should represent the entire
spectrum of services needed to achieve a
particular goal.

Conclusion
May 10, 2005 represents a victory date for
advocates, children, youth and their families:
The City Council of the District of Columbia
required the development of an annual
children’s budget.  DC Action for Children be-
lieves this new budget tool will allow for more
substantive discussions about how effectively
the overall city budget is meeting the needs of
children and youth in the city.  We also believe
the Children’s Budget Report will increase pub-
lic interest in the budget process precisely be-
cause budget information will now be more
readily accessible to those who are not self-
described budget advocates but who are child
advocates.



4

1616 P Street, NW Suite 420, Washington, DC 20036
(202) 234-9404  ♦   Fax (202) 234-9108  ♦   dcaction@dckids.org  ♦   www.dckids.org

Board of Directors
Diane Bernstein Maureen Lewis, Esq. Emeritus
Deborah Both Darren P. Riley, Esq. Marion Guggenheim
Curtis Etherly, Jr. Esq. Susan Zox-Smith Cynthia McGrath
Thomas W. Gore, MSW Clarice Dibble Walker Elizabeth Siegel
Shirley A. Grant, MD Elizabeth Kann Ward
Angela  Jones Hackley Jacqueline Watson, DO, MBA
Sarah Howe Gloria WilderBrathwaite, MD

DC Action for Children is an independent, non-profit multi-issue children’s advocacy organization
dedicated to improving conditions for children, youth and their families in the District of Columbia.

Issues in Brief is published by DC Action for Children.  Copyright © 2006.  DC Action for Children.

Any or all portions of this publication may be reproduced without prior permission, provided that the
source is cited as:  Issues in Brief, March 2006.  DC Action for Children.

DC Action for Children


