
Analysis of the Des Moines FY23 Budget

Key Takeaways

● $37 of every $100 from Des Moines’ discretionary budget (General Fund) is spent on
policing.

○ Over 95% of the PD’s budget comes from Des Moines’ General Fund.

● The city spends:
○ 5 times as much of its General Fund on policing as on parks & recreation
○ 8 times as much of its General Fund on policing as on libraries
○ 21 times as much of its General Fund on policing as on Neighborhood Services
○ Almost 100 times as much on policing as on the O�ce of Civil and Human

Rights

● Des Moines spends $375 per resident1 on policing.
○ This means, for a family of 3 (2 adults and 1 kid or 1 adult and 2 kids, etc.), Des

Moines spends over $1,000 on police.

● The Des Moines PD has the most employees of any city department, 476 sta�. Each
employee in the PD costs the city an average of $140k.

○ This is not the employee’s salary but re�ects the total cost including bene�ts. It’s
calculated by dividing the police department’s spending on personnel by the
department’s total FTEs.

○ This number is more useful than an employee’s salary for thinking about what
alternatives a city could spend money on instead of a police o�cer. Eliminating a
police position should free up this much money for the city to spend in other ways.

1 According to the 2021 Census data, Des Moines has 212,031 residents with an average household
income of about $58k.

https://www.dsm.city/departments/finance/operating_budget.php#outer-4840
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/desmoinescityiowa,US/PST045221


Overview

Des Moines’s operating budget for 2022-23 is $808.7 million. This includes the:
● General Fund =$202.7 million
● Special Revenue Funds = $253 million

○ Includes $47 million in American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) funds from the
federal government. The budget does not seem to provide any information about
how these funds will be used. It does show that last year’s city budget  included
$24M in ARPA funds and that the city plans to include the same amount ($24M) in
next year’s budget.

○ Other Special Revenue Funds come from Local Option Sales and Service Tax (the
largest source of special revenue), road use tax, grants and gifts, and more. All of
these can only be used for speci�c, targeted purposes.

● Debt Service Funds = $156 million (used to pay bonds and lease purchase payments)
● Enterprise Funds =$135 million. These funds come primarily from user service charges

and must be used to fund the services that users are paying for – like Public Works ($98M).
After public works, the largest enterprise funds go to Housing ($24M) and then
Engineering ($11.5M).

● Internal Service Funds = $56M. These include employee health insurance, equipment
maintenance, fuel, and more.
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Des Moines’ 2022-23 General Fund is $208 million. 37% of this will be spent on police ($76
million). Des Moines spends more of its General Fund on policing than any other service.

Per resident, Des Moines spends $358 on the police department, $231 on the �re department, $74
on parks and recreation, $45 on the library, etc.

Police Department

Des Moines will spend $79.5 million on its police department this year, of which 95% comes from
the General Fund ($75.9M).

The department’s estimated revenue for the year includes:
● $5M in �nes and forfeitures from the Patrol division
● $500k in forfeited funds
● $1.1M in federal grants, the largest of which is a Homeland Security SWAT grant ($493k)

followed by a DOJ COVID-19 grant ($249k).

The PD budget for this year is 7% more ($4.9M more) than two years ago.
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Des Moines’ PD budget, like that of most PDs, is 83% personnel costs. $66.3M goes to police
department sta� salary, bene�ts and other compensation.

Des Moines’ PD has 474 full-time equivalents (FTEs - a measure of sta�). This is more employees
than any other department. Of the city’s 1,663 total employees, about 29% work for the police
department. That means 1 in every 4 city employees works for the PD.

The average cost of 1 FTE in Des Moines’ police department is $140,000 per year. This is not
the same as the salary an employee receives but re�ects the total cost to the city of a police o�cer.
It’s calculated by dividing the police department’s overall spending on personnel by the
department’s total FTEs.

● This is an underestimate of the average cost of a sworn o�cer since a sworn o�cer generally
costs more than a civilian.

● Unfortunately, the budget does not show the number of sworn o�cers vs. civilian sta�. It
also does not show the number of vacant positions or the department’s vacancy rate. This
could be information to ask the city for.2

Units or Divisions within the PD Program

Positions and spending express a department’s priorities. The Des Moines PD is organized into
about 18 di�erent units or divisions. The largest unit or division is Patrol, which accounts for
almost half of the department’s spending (49% of expenditures, $37 million).

● The Patrol section has 214 sta�. That’s about 1 patrol o�cer/sta� per 1,000 residents.

The next largest division or unit within the PD is the Detective Bureau. The Detective Bureau has
70 sta�, about 1 detective/sta� for every 3,000 residents. The department spends 14% of its
budget ($10.6 million) on the Detective Bureau.

2 Many cities include information on vacancy rates/vacant positions in their budget. Many PDs
have vacancy rates higher than 5%. If we knew Des Moines’ PD had a vacancy rate of 5% (for
example), we could say that eliminating vacant positions could free up $3.3 million for the city to
spend on other services. (474 positions x 5% vacancy rate = 23.7 vacant positions x $140k per
position = $3.3 million). If asking the city for this information, you might also ask for the
department’s total number of sworn vs. civilian positions and vacancy rates for sworn vs. civilian
positions.
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Des Moines’ PD Spending in Context

We can compare Des Moines’ public spending on policing to other cities using data that “�scally
standardizes” cities to compare spending in an apples-to-apples way.3

3 The Fiscally Standardized Cities data is a project of the Lincoln Land Institute:
https://www.lincolninst.edu/research-data/data-toolkits/fiscally-standardized-cities. Explore the data on
your own here.
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https://www.lincolninst.edu/research-data/data-toolkits/fiscally-standardized-cities
https://jknowles.shinyapps.io/fisc_shiny/
https://jknowles.shinyapps.io/fisc_shiny/


In the last 40 years, Des Moines has spent over 2.5 billion on Police and Corrections, more than
twice as much as it’s spent on Housing & Community Development.

In 2017, Des Moines spent less per resident on policing than the average for the 200 largest cities in
the U.S.
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However, Des Moines spent much more on policing and corrections than on housing, public
health, or many other government services.
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