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KEY POINTS: 
•	 Over the last 15 years, Missoula’s spending has in-

creased faster than the pace of population growth 
plus inflation, at the excessive cost of $198 million 
to Missoula taxpayers in 2021.

•	 The Real Missoula Budget demonstrates the need 
for government spending restraint and an improved 
budget process to protect Missoula taxpayers. 

•	 Missoula officials should focus on holding the 
growth of expenditures to less than population 
growth plus inflation to ensure that the cost of 
government stays within the bounds of taxpay-
ers’ ability to pay for it. 

The Need for Fiscal  
Spending Limits

The growth of the economy, as measured by 
Montana’s population growth plus inflation, 
provides a measuring stick for fiscal respon-
sibility by accounting for potential changes in 
economic conditions indicating the demand for 
government services and the cost of providing 
them. This benchmark also helps account for 
more people and higher wages, which, com-
bined, provide resources for taxpayers’ ability 
to pay to fund government expenditures.1

Montana leaders have pointed to the growth of 
population growth plus inflation as the fairest 
measure for government growth.2

1 Ginn, V. (2021). SB 1336 – Improving Texas’s spending limit. Texas Public Policy Foundation. https://www.texas-
policy.com/senate-bill-1336-improving-texass-spending-limit/

2  https://montanafreepress.org/2020/12/18/has-the-state-budget-grown-too-fast/ 

The Real Missoula Budget

Frontier Institute partnered with leading econo-
mists at the Texas Public Policy Foundation to 
put together an analysis of Missoula’s budget 
compared to the metric of population growth 
plus inflation over the last 15 years.

Figures 1 and 2 show how Missoulians are 
footing the bill for a combined $198 million 
more in spending during FY 2021 than if Mis-
soula’s city and county government had in-
creased their budgets each period since 2007 
by this key metric.

Missoula’s Budget Exceeds 
Population Growth Plus 
Inflation

Since 2007, Missoula County’s budget has grown 
64% faster than the growth of the economy as 
measured by population growth plus inflation: 
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FIGURE 1: MISSOULA COUNTY'S BUDGET EXCEEDS 
POPULATION GROWTH PLUS INFLATION SINCE 2007

* Note: Data from Missoula County Budget Publications (https://www.missoulacounty.us/government/administra-
tion/financial-services/budgets) and authors’ calculations.
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Since 2007, the City of Missoula’s budget has 
grown 128% faster than the growth of the 
economy, as measured by population growth 
plus inflation: 

Figures 3 and 4 show that the average annual 
budget growth has accelerated considerably 
over the last five years compared to the pre-
ceding ten years.

Missoula County’s average annual budget 
growth has increased faster since 2015: 

The City of Missoula’s average annual budget 
growth has increased faster since 2015: 

3  https://www.engagemissoula.com/fy2021-budget 

 

Excessive Spending Burdens 
Taxpayers

Montana’s Constitution requires that all local 
governments balance their budgets. Missou-
la’s county and city budgets are paid for pri-
marily by taxpayers through a combination of 
fees, assessments, and property taxation.3 Ex-
cessive spending that grows beyond the rate of 
economic growth, as measured by population 
growth plus inflation, requires governments to 
raise additional revenues resulting in a higher 
tax burden. 

Conclusion

Missoula’s budget has grown faster than Mis-
soulians’ ability to pay for it over the last 15 
years. Limiting Missoula’s budget growth, and 
even reducing it as many families have done 
with their budgets during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, will give Missoulians more opportunities 
to flourish. Missoula officials should focus on 
holding the growth of budgeted expenditures 
to less than population growth plus inflation to 
ensure that the cost of government stays with-
in the bounds of taxpayers’ ability to pay for it. 

$50
$70
$90

$110
$130
$150
$170
$190
$210
$230
$250

2007 08 09 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21

Budget Expenditures
Expenditures Following Pop+Inf

M
illi

on
s

$71

$71 $75
$75 $77 $80 $82 $84 $86 $87 $89 $92 $95 $97 $100 $104

$70

$97
$110 $109

$120
$108

$119 $116
$125

$140

$160
$171

$238

$205

FIGURE 2: THE CITY OF MISSOULA'S BUDGET EXCEEDS 
POPULATION GROWTH PLUS INFLATION SINCE 2007

* Note: Data from City of Missoula Budget Publications (https://www.ci.missoula.mt.us/109/Budget) and authors’ 
calculations.
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FIGURE 3: MISSOULA COUNTY'S BUDGET 
GROWTH HAS ACCELERATED SINCE 2007

* Note: Data from Missoula County Budget Publications (https://www.missoulacounty.us/government/administra-
tion/financial-services/budgets) and authors’ calculations.
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* Note: Data from City of Missoula Budget Publications (https://www.ci.missoula.mt.us/109/Budget) and 
authors’ calculations.

FIGURE 4: THE CITY OF MISSOULA'S BUDGET 
GROWTH HAS ACCELERATED SINCE 2007
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