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There are several long-term demographic trends 
forecasted to negatively impact the local government 
finance situation in Wisconsin by 2030 (Wisconsin Way 
2009): 
 
 More than one million new residents (increased 

service demand) 
 Seniors will represent one in four taxpayers, vs. 

today: one in six (challenge to support future 
property tax increase, lower income taxes to state) 

 Continued net loss of college graduates 
 Nine out of ten fastest-growing occupations require 

a high school degree or less (proportionally fewer 
people in workforce, earning less) 

 
 
The current negative economic climate will eventually 
end, but local governments are facing dire fiscal 
challenges that are not likely to ease in the near future. 
There is no respite from increases in the cost to deliver 
services. Revenues are declining, and there is 
widespread aversion to further tax increases. The 
Legislative Fiscal Bureau reports that 2009 Shared 
Revenue and Municipal Aid are at the equivalent level 
of these programs in 1994. Many believe that the State 
will face another significant budget deficit in the 2011-
13 biennium, with some estimates projecting as much 
as a $2 billion deficit. 
 
 
 
  

UNFAVORABLE DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS INCREASED BUDGET CHALLENGES 

88%
of city finance officers 
responding to the National 
League of Cities’ Annual Survey 
believe that their cities are less 
able to meet fiscal needs in 
2009 than in the previous year.
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Research Brief on America’s Cities – Christopher W. Hoene & Michael A. Pagano

 
 
 
 
Because the local government finance system relies 
significantly on the property tax, communities must 
follow strategies to maximize their real property tax 
base, often at the expense of their neighbors.  
 
 Property tax revenues are collected along 

municipal and county boundaries, making growth a 
zero-sum game 

 Municipal boundary issues are a primary source of 
conflict, particularly between Towns and 
incorporated municipalities 

 Levy limits have created “Haves” and “Have Nots”  
 
There are alternative approaches to local government 
revenue that can address the “fight over tax base.” The 
“Uniformity Clause” in the Wisconsin Constitution, 
which requires a uniform tax rate for all comparable 
property within a jurisdiction, prevents the creation of 
urban-rural service taxation districts and also impedes 
municipal mergers.  

 
 
 
 
Many believe that Wisconsin’s reliance on the property 
tax is an archaic approach that will be increasingly 
untenable given projected demographic changes. 
Many services are not logically related to property, yet 
taxing property value is the primary local government 
revenue source. Further, laudable efforts to make 
Wisconsin more competitive by reducing the property 
tax burden for manufacturing and commercial property 
have shifted much of the burden onto residential 
property. On the other hand, local governments in 
states that rely heavily on sales or income taxes (such 
as Illinois) experience significant declines in revenue 
during periods of low or negative economic growth. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

RELIANCE ON PROPERTY TAX 
ONEROUS 

CHANGE IN TAX REVENUE - NATIONWIDE

82%
of respondents either strongly 
agreed that Wisconsin “should 
reduce — not eliminate, but 
reduce — Wisconsin’s reliance 
on the property tax as a way of 
paying for governmental and 
educational costs.”

Wisconsin Way, Wisconsin CheckPoint Survey, 2008

FINANCE SYSTEM ENCOURAGES 
COMPETITION OVER RESOURCES 
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The number of local governments does not appear to 
be correlated with per-capita expenditures. A review of 
state and local expenditure data collected by the US 
Census Bureau suggests that factors other than the 
number of local government units may be more 
important in driving per capita expenditures. 
 
 For example, there is very little difference in the 

number of local governments in Wisconsin (2.0 per 
1,000 residents) and Minnesota (1.5/1,000 
residents), but there is a fairly significant difference 
in the level of expenditures (Minnesota 
expenditures are higher by $1,285 per capita). 

 Wisconsin appears to be near the average in both 
the number of local governments and local 
government expenditures per 1,000 population. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

,THE NUMBER OF LOCAL GOVERNMENTS 

It’s tempting to try to redraw 
governmental boundaries or, perhaps, 

abolish an entire level of 
government… the problems of the 
information age do not need new 

boundaries. Rather, they need 
innovative strategies to create 

seamless government for Wisconsin’s 
citizens.

“

”KettlCommission, 2001
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As shown in Figure 8, Town respondents ranked Law 
Enforcement (3.58), Fire Protection (3.43), and 
Emergency Medical Services (3.22) as the top three 
services with the greatest potential for increased 
intergovernmental cooperation. Very similar to Villages, 
the lowest-ranked services among Town respondents 
were Administrative Functions (1.76), Public Housing 
(2.32) and Public Transportation (2.60). 

 
FIGURE 8 

WHICH SERVICES SHOULD YOUR COMMUNITY 
STRONGLY CONSIDER FOR CONSOLIDATION? 

TOWNS 

 

The three top-ranked services by Town respondents 
are all relatively high-cost; specifically Law 
Enforcement, Fire Protection, and Emergency Medical 
Services. Interestingly, Law Enforcement services are 
already provided to many Towns via the County Sheriff 
Department. 
 

As shown in Figure 9, Fire Protection was rated by 
survey respondents as being the most significant 
current intergovernmental cooperation effort by survey 
respondents overall, with respondents from Cities, 
Villages, and Towns all selecting Fire Protection as 
being the most significant. On the other hand, many 
more County respondents cited Law Enforcement as 
being the most significant cooperative effort. County 
respondents also represented the largest percentage 
of responses for most of the other service types, 
including Planning and Economic Development, Public 
Works/Highways, Public Health, Libraries, Recycling, 
Human Services, and Solid Waste. Most of these 
service types are often already provided at the County 
level. 
 

FIGURE 9 
MOST SIGNIFICANT INTERGOVERNMENTAL 

COOPERATION EFFORT IN OUR COMMUNITY  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

n Avg

Law Enforcement 38 3.58

Fire Protection 37 3.43

Emergency Medical Services 36 3.22

Recycling 70 3.17

Solid Waste Collection & Disposa 75 3.11

Public Health 35 3.03

Human Services 37 3.03

Animal Control 58 2.98

Public Works/Streets/Highways 85 2.94

Youth Services 41 2.90

Libraries 31 2.84

Recreation & Culture 69 2.75

Planning & Econ Development 68 2.69

Public Transportation 42 2.60

Public Housing 37 2.32

Administrative Functions 87 1.76

Highest Potential - Towns
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When asked to provide details regarding why they felt 
the service they selected was the most significant 
intergovernmental cooperation effort, survey 
respondents overall reported that it was the most 
significant because it has had the greatest impact on 
service efficiency. As shown in Figure 10, respondents 
from Counties, Villages, and Towns all cited this more 
frequently than other available responses. In contrast, 
a slightly larger proportion of City staff felt that the 
intergovernmental cooperative effort was the most 
significant because it was a service that is very high 
profile. 
 

FIGURE 10 
REASON AN INTERGOVERNMENTAL COOPERATIVE 

EFFORT WAS SIGNIFICANT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interestingly, survey respondents overall ranked “cost 
savings” just third out of the five options. This may be 
because “service efficiency” is closely related to cost 
savings for survey respondents. 
 
In terms of the success factors necessary for the 
cooperative effort to occur, survey respondents were 
most likely to identify “Improved Services” and “Clear 
Fiscal Benefits” as being the two most important 
success factors among the options identified. As shown 
in Figure 11, respondents from municipalities generally 
agreed on the relative importance of each of the 
success factors (respondents could select all that 
applied). There were some differences in the pattern of 

County respondents, who tended to rank clear fiscal 
benefits more often than improved services, although 
both of these success factors were still the most 
commonly selected. 
 

FIGURE 11 
SUCCESS FACTORS FOR SIGNIFICANT 
INTERGOVERNMENTAL COOPERATION 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


























