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If you are a festival planner, it’s no 
secret that municipal funding for special 
events is continuing to decline. Today’s 
tough economic times have made city 
budgets tighter than ever and, as a result, 
many festivals are finding themselves 
with painful government cuts.

With money growing scarce, the compe-
tition for funding is getting more intense 
among the different events vying for city 
dollars. The result is that only the most 
prepared festivals are likely to find them-
selves still in the race for those dollars.

This month, Current Events looks at 
three strategies for making the case that 
your event deserves to keep its municipal 
funding. While nothing is guaranteed, the 
likelihood that your festival will survive 
the ongoing budget crunches could in-
crease if you follow these important steps.

Demonstrate Your 
Understanding of Frugality

Poor funding priorities can be a big 
hurdle for any festival in these tight 
times. This means that, if your bottom 
line includes budget items that might ap-
pear unnecessary or extravagant, then you 
should seriously consider eliminating 
those expenses. Sure, things like floral ar-
rangements or a hospitality room might 
seem like a key part of your festival but, 
remember that if the city is making cuts 
(including layoffs) it may be politically 
problematic for them to appear to be 
funding more than the basics needed to 
conduct the festival.

After all, with citizens increasingly 
vigilant about city spending through 
discussion boards, blogs, and other 
social media methods, your event is 
likely under a more critical eye than 
ever. If a blog reveals an expenditure that 
seems excessive, then—even if the actual 
expense is fairly small—it can develop 
into a huge political issue. Two big targets 
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along these lines are often travel expenses 
and alcohol expenses. While both may be 
warranted, they seem to generate more 
angst among the general public than 
many others.

Soon you might find city councilors and 
other elected and appointed officials having 
to defend spending decreased tax dollars on 
a item that seems unnecessary. These types 
of situations can quickly snowball and 
become bigger than would otherwise be the 
case in less challenging times.

Therefore, before you make your 
budget requests to the city, be very 
careful to avoid even the appearance of 
extravagance. This may mean temporarily 
eliminating items that in the past have 
seemed very useful but, in the big picture, 
are something that your event can live 
without and still accomplish its goals. 

Demonstrate How Your 
Event Benefits the 
Community

This leads to our second strategy—that 
is, justify your funding. Don’t just assume 
that the general public and city officials 
understand the benefits your event brings 
to the community. Instead, be very delib-
erate and very precise in why city tax dol-
lars should be used to provide funding to 
your festival.

You can accomplish this through a 
wide variety of methods with several of 
the more effective being visits to editorial 
boards at local media outlets, presenta-
tions at civic clubs and groups, and vol-
unteer efforts that relate to the mission of 
your event.

For instance, if you run a food and wine 
festival, volunteering at area community 
gardens can support a good cause while 
also connecting your event to that cause. 
In the same way, taking the time to visit 
editorial boards often generate goodwill, 
especially if your event emphasizes not 
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just the fun it provides but also the com-
munity benefits that result from the event. 

And remember: in today’s new media 
world, the local newspaper, radio, and 
television stations remain important but 
so too do the bloggers and other on-line 
venues that generate local interest. Taking 
the time to visit with these less traditional 
outlets can pay big dividends. 

Demonstrate Your 
Willingness to Receive 
Alternative Types of Support

I was recently visiting with an event 
planner who was extremely upset that the 
city had decided to cut their direct mon-
etary funding and replace it with in-kind 
services. The planner was insistent that this 
would be the death knell of their festival. 

I (rather cautiously) asked “why?” 
“Because without money, we can’t 

survive” snapped the planner.
To which I noted (less cautiously this 

time) that if in-kind funding allows you 
to eliminate that expense from your 
budget then it acts the same way as a 
cash contribution. For example, it could 
be that, if the city offers to provide free 
security or free set-up/take-down or free 
advertising, then your event could still 
realize the same benefit in the long run 
since you won’t have to pay for that.

Too often though in-kind services are 
treated as something less valuable than 
direct monetary payments. While this 
could certainly be the case if the service is 
not needed, if the in-kind offering does 
involve actual value for your event or 
festival, then it could be just as useful.

A sharp planner will recognize this 
and, knowing that it’s an increasingly 
common approach for budget-strapped 
cities, actually work with the municipal-
ity in advance to identify what type of 
in-kind contributions would deliver the 
most bang for the service buck.
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