
Feature

Article


2 

Wisconsin local government: an overview of the role of local government and how it has evolved in

response to the new challenges of changing societal needs and shifting governmental relationships


Local Government in Wisconsin: County Clerk’s Office, 1909 

State Historical Society, #WHi (X3) 51163 



100 WISCONSIN BLUE BOOK 1997 – 1998 

THE CHANGING WORLD 

OF WISCONSIN LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

By Susan C. Paddock 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

1. WISCONSIN LOCAL GOVERNMENT: ITS PAST AND ITS FUTURE . . . . . . . . . . . 101 

2. COUNTY GOVERNMENT: THE LOCAL FACE OF STATE GOVERNMENT 109. . . . . 

3. MUNICIPALITIES: THE MOST LOCAL OF GOVERNMENTS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 115 

4. FINANCING COUNTY AND MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT 122. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

5. LOCAL GOVERNMENT’S ROLE IN EDUCATION 134. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

6. PROTECTING THE PUBLIC 143. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

7. PROTECTING THE WELFARE AND HEALTH OF WISCONSIN’S CITIZENS 151 . . . 

8. LOCAL GOVERNMENT’S ROLE IN ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION 157. . . . . . . 

9. STRATEGIC DEVELOPMENT FOR THE 21ST CENTURY 163. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

10. WISCONSIN’S LOCAL GOVERNMENTS LOOK TO THE FUTURE 170. . . . . . . . . . . . 

PREFACE/ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

The topic of this article first appeared in the 1979-80 Blue Book.  Its author, Professor James 
R. Donoghue, was a longtime and astute observer of the Wisconsin political scene.  Jim was a 
valued colleague, and his untimely death in 1994 deprived me of his guidance as I worked on 
the article.  Nevertheless, his spirit is present throughout this article, and it is with gratitude that 
I acknowledge the part he played, even posthumously, in bringing this article to fulfillment. 

Jim was “alive” in the writing of this article in part because Patricia Meloy, Clark Radatz and 
Richard Roe, the Legislative Reference Bureau legislative analysts who assisted with this article, 
knew him and admired him as I did.  I owe a tremendous debt to them for their tireless hard work 
and attention to details as the manuscript was being written or re-written. 

In his preface to the 1979-80 edition, Jim “doffed his hat” to all who made Wisconsin local 
government work: “the teachers and typists, the doctors, lawyers and engineers, the specialists 
and generalists, the chiefs and the little chiefs, and last, but not least, the politicians.” In 1997 
I join in Jim’s acclamation.  Working with officials, both elected and appointed at all levels of 
government, has given me the opportunity to witness their significant efforts and their real com-
mitment to improving the lives of Wisconsin’s citizens.  I am especially impressed by the energy, 
time and thoughtfulness that most elected local officials bring to their government work.  For 
little or no compensation, they spend hours wrestling with the difficult problems that characterize 
government today.  Their only real reward is seeing how their efforts improve their communities. 
We all, as citizens of this state, owe them much.  Personally, I owe them a great deal for helping 
me to understand and write about the work they do. 

Thanks, also, to those who have supported me: my parents, Bob (before his death) and Betty; 
my daughter, Rebecca; and my colleagues, Robbi, Fred, Sue and Tom, all of whom came to equate 
“Blue Book” with “don’t interrupt Susan.” 

Susan C. Paddock 
University of Wisconsin-Madison 

Governmental Affairs Unit 



THE CHANGING WORLD OF WISCONSIN LOCAL GOVERNMENT 101 

THE CHANGING WORLD
 OF WISCONSIN LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

By Susan C. Paddock 
University of Wisconsin-Madison 

Governmental Affairs Unit 

1.  WISCONSIN LOCAL GOVERNMENT: ITS PAST AND ITS FUTURE 

“All Government Is Local” 
Political scientists are fond of saying, “All government is local.”  For most people, their only 

real experience with government is what they see in the cities, villages and towns where they live. 
A housing program, for example, may be federally funded but administered and controlled by 
a local government; school programs may be mandated by state law but carried out by the school 
district; and curbside recycling may reflect both state statutes and local ordinances.  For the citi-
zen, the “faces” of these programs are those of neighbors, friends or at least recognizable com-
munity members.  The fact that the paychecks for these workers come from federal, state or local 
funding, or a blend of sources, makes little difference.  To the public, they all work for “the gov-
ernment”.  What happens at the community level is, therefore, very important to the citizens’ per-
ception of how government works and whether they consider it effective, fair or ethical. 

The term “local government” has come to mean any unit of government other than state or 
federal government.  While the local units enforce many federal and state laws and oversee var-
ied federal and state programs and services, they also make their own laws and deliver their own 
services. This makes them important in their own right. Nationally, there are over 83,000 local 
units of government, created by states to serve a particular population or meet a particular need. 

Particular populations are served by general purpose units of government: counties, cities, 
villages or towns.  These units offer a broad range of services, including street maintenance, pub-
lic safety, trash collection, libraries and public transportation, to people living in a defined geo-
graphical area.  Particular needs are served by special purpose units. School districts serving 
elementary and secondary students are the most numerous of these.  Other special purpose units 
include lake districts, sanitary districts and park districts.  The large number of local units of gov-
ernment reflects the deep-seated democratic belief that the people in the community know best 
what they need and how to provide it. 

Local Government and the State 
The U.S. Constitution is silent about local government, but it does speak about the responsi-

bilities of state governments and assumes that state governments will control local units.  Local 
governments are created by the state legislature and, in a sense, exist at the pleasure of the state. 
Leaders of local government may be loathe to admit their dependence on state government, but 
it only takes one case, such as the 1989 state takeover of the Jersey City, New Jersey, school dis-
trict, to illustrate the fact of this dependence.  Implicit in this balance is the difficult question of 
“home rule” – that is, the authority the state concedes to a local government to govern its own 
affairs within its own boundaries. 

Local units of government vary from state to state.  They have different names, structures 
and relationships from one section of the country to another.  In some states, local governments 
have far more autonomy and authority than their counterparts in other states.  Because it is diffi -
cult to compare units across state lines, learning about local government in one’s own state is only 
the beginning to understanding how American democracy is expressed at the local level. 

There are literally thousands of local government units in Wisconsin: 72 counties, 189 cities, 
395 villages, 1,266 towns, 426 school districts, 16 technical college districts and hundreds of 
special districts covering specific functions, such as flood control, soil and water conservation, 
lake management, housing and community development, and sanitary or sewerage treatment. 
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In Wisconsin, state government is vitally interested in local government functions for sever-
al reasons.  First, state government depends on local government to carry out its programs and 
enforce its laws.  In fact, mandates from state government provide much of the direction for the 
work of local units of government. 

Second, state government often becomes involved in local government because today’s 
problems are so large and complex, often crossing local government boundaries. For example, 
water pollution may involve many units of government, and it often requires a third party, such 
as the state government, to evaluate conditions and enforce regional regulations. 

Finally, state government has a direct interest in the property tax, which is authorized by the 
legislature but levied and collected at the local level to finance many local services. Property 
taxes are growing more rapidly than inflation or the median income, and they have become a fo-
cus of voter concern and legislative action.  In fact, state legislators across the country have at-
tempted in recent sessions to regulate local expenditures, to reduce local taxes, or to transfer the 
tax burden from local to state government. 

Many of the local challenges that are discussed in this article are the result of the growing 
interdependence of state and local government and, by extension, of federal and local govern-
ment.  While some local governments deny or defy these intrusions into their local control, others 
understand the necessity and see the opportunities.  Some municipalities, even quite small ones, 
realize the advantages inherent in this interdependent environment and actively pursue state and 
federal grants to support local projects. 

The Importance of Small Local Government 

An important characteristic of the large number of local government units in Wisconsin is 
that most of them serve small numbers of people.  Of Wisconsin’s 189 cities, only 43 have more 
than 10,000 people, and seven have fewer than 1,000 people.  Only 10 of the 395 villages have 
more than 10,000 residents, and the Village of Stockholm in Pepin County has only 88 inhabit-
ants. Only five towns have populations over 10,000, and less than 9% of the towns (111 out of 
1,266) have more than 2,500 people.  Of the 72 counties, 46 have fewer than 50,000 residents. 
School districts also are small, even after several rounds of consolidation. Over three-quarters 
of the 426 school districts have fewer than 2,000 students, while only 25 have more than 5,000 
students. 

The relatively small size of Wisconsin’s governmental units should not be interpreted as a 
sign of inefficiency.  Studies of local government finance throughout the United States have 
found that per-capita costs for delivering a variety of local services increase until the 1 million 
population mark is reached.  Even above that point, decreases in per-person costs are small. 
Smaller units of government are, therefore, somewhat more cost-effective.  They also tend to be 
more responsive to the needs of their residents. 

The trade-off for having fewer problems than the larger cities, counties or school districts 
is that smaller units have limited capacity to respond to service demands.  Small units may have 
difficulty  attracting and retaining good employes or providing more than basic services.  They 
may have to rely on citizen volunteers or neighboring jurisdictions to meet their needs.  However, 
many recent innovations in service delivery do address the problems of smaller units.  Intergov-
ernmental agreements, new approaches to financing, improved technology and alternative em-
ployment strategies are but a few. 

Functions of Local Government 

American support for democratic government is based largely on the extent to which citizens 
see effective democracy at work in their hometowns.  Perhaps it is for that reason, even more than 
the particular services it delivers, that local government is so important in the United States. 
What do local governments do?  They handle a wide variety of essential functions – activities 
that happen around us every day and are often taken for granted.  The police officer patrolling 
on the corner, the paramedic responding to an accident, and the streets worker collecting trash 
represent the more visible local government activities.  Other activities, which are not so visible, 
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are also important: inspection of buildings, establishment of zoning, support of local economic 
development, and the recording of births, deaths and marriages. All these services are vital to 
public health and safety and the development of properly functioning communities. They may 
be locally developed and controlled through home rule authority, or they may be provided in re-
sponse to state and federal requirements. 

Local government is a key player in determining how a community perceives itself, how it 
thinks about its future, and how it uses its resources to achieve that future. National magazines 
have become fond of identifying the “ten best cities” for business, families, recreation, safety 
or a host of other things. The elements which contribute to these rankings are wide-ranging. 
What kind of schools does the community support? Is there support for the arts and other cultural 
events? How clean are the streets? What park and recreation facilities exist? How safe are the 
citizens? The list is lengthy and the quality of life in a particular community depends, for the 
most part, on the leadership of local public officials. 

LOCAL OFFICIALS IN WISCONSIN 
ACTIVITY 
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ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Law Enforcement 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Sheriff 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Police and Fire 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Police and Fire 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Police and Fire 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

and Fire Control 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Commission 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Commission 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Commission 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Chief of Police 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Chief of Police 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Chief of Police 

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Fire Chief 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Legal System 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Circuit Court Judges 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Municipal Judge 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Municipal Judge 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Municipal Judge
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Clerk of Circuit Court 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

City Attorney 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Village Attorney 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Town Attorney

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

District Attorney 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Coroner or ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Medical Examiner 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Records, Elections 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

County Clerk 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

City Clerk 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Village Clerk 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Town Clerk 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Register of Deeds ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Other ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Assessor ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Assessor ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Assessor ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Assessor 

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Surveyor* 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Police and Fire 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Police and Fire 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Police and Fire 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Commission 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Commission 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Commission
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Fire Chief 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Health Officer 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Street Commissioner 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ 

Note: Elected officials are listed in bold. 

*Elected or appointed 

Who are these officials? It is typical to think first of elected officials: mayors and city coun-
cils; village boards and presidents; town boards; and county executives, sheriffs and clerks. In 
addition to these, there are numerous appointed administrators who make the day-to-day deci-
sions. Some of them are highly visible, such as the police chief, fire chief, public works director 
or head librarian. Equally important are the thousands of career public servants who carry out 
the community’s business on a daily basis. Many professions are represented within the cadres 
of public service, including police officers, firefighters, attorneys, urban planners, social work-
ers and nurses. 

Despite some sizeable fluctuations, employment in local government has grown in the past 
20 years, as shown in the accompanying table. Some of this growth reflects new services man-
dated by the state or federal government, some relates to changes in society and the services de-
manded by citizens, and some results simply from the increase in population. 
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WISCONSIN STATE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
EMPLOYMENT AND PAYROLLS 

October 1974 – October 1994 

October Payroll 
Employes* (in thousands) 

Year State Local Total State Local Total 
1974 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50,438 157,003 207,441 $53,194 $136,100 $189,294 
1975 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 53,193 160,985 214,178 59,746 148,461 208,879 
1976 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 53,350 161,414 214,764 62,980 157,453 220,433 
1977 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54,549 167,915 222,464 67,798 172,410 240,208 
1978 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55,540 163,121 218,661 72,260 186,119 258,379 
1979 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57,431 163,894 221,325 81,932 201,765 283,696 
1980 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59,531 166,382 225,913 92,794 232,371 325,165 
1981 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57,163 163,829 220,992 94,752 241,702 336,455 
1982 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57,317 156,525 213,842 97,256 252,603 349,859 
1983 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57,551 156,714 214,265 98,262 268,921 367,183 
1984 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61,540 163,815 225,355 117,378 296,199 413,577 
1985 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 53,031 150,204 203,235 121,867 310,117 431,984 
1986 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73,736 168,044 241,780 146,971 329,451 476,422 
1987 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 63,580 170,725 234,305 139,147 336,480 475,627 
1988 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65,158 173,407 238,565 142,682 361,598 504,280 
1989 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64,974 177,781 242,755 143,330 384,909 528,239 
1990 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 66,541 183,318 249,859 152,660 409,907 562,567 
1991 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69,302 186,720 256,022 188,084 434,037 622,122 
1992 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 72,674 188,921 261,595 210,669 463,507 674,175 
1993 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69,577 189,886 259,463 192,481 480,703 673,184 
1994 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68,688 200,179 268,867 194,641 528,605 723,246 

*To make the figures comparable, the U.S. Census Bureau calculates “full-time equivalent” employment, based on wages paid 
in each particular jurisdiction for a specific job. 

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Public Employment: 1994, September 1996, and previous is-
sues. 

Early Local Government in Wisconsin 

In some respects, local government may be considered the oldest form of government in 
Wisconsin.  Even before the arrival of European settlers, the various Native American tribes es-
tablished governments for their people.  Almost five centuries ago, Wisconsin tribes entered into 
a type of federal union that still exists today for ceremonial purposes, but most of Wisconsin’s 
early inhabitants looked to the tribal village to determine the rules by which they lived. 

Europeans began to arrive in Wisconsin in the 17th century.  The French explorers, fur trap-
pers and missionaries were first.  Their settlements remained, even after the Treaty of Paris in 
1763 ended hostilities between the French and British and established British control of North 
America.  The American Revolutionary War had little effect on Wisconsin’s inhabitants, but the 
Northwest Ordinance of 1787 set the stage for the development of a state where participation in 
government was a fundamental right. 

The Articles of Compact in the Northwest Ordinance guaranteed rights to prospective set-
tlers in what came to be known as the Northwest Territory (now the states of Ohio, Indiana, Illi-
nois, Michigan and Wisconsin and part of Minnesota).  Included among the guarantees of the 
Articles were support for public education and free access to transportation routes.  At the time, 
the primary means of transportation in the territory was by lakes and rivers, but the principle of 
free access later was extended to highways. 

Local Government During Territorial Days 

It was not until the end of the War of 1812 that American control of the Northwest Territory 
was assured.  Between 1787 and 1836 Wisconsin was successively part of the Indiana Territory, 
the Illinois Territory and the Michigan Territory; the successive territories shrank in size as por-
tions became individual states and joined the Union.  In 1818, three counties were established 
in the western part of the Michigan Territory that would become Wisconsin.  In 1836, when Mich-
igan became a state, the Wisconsin Territory was established.  The new territorial government 
was faced with establishing county and municipal government, schools and roads.  However, the 
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sparse population, great distances between settlements, and difficulty in traveling meant that 
most government in Wisconsin was localized. 

Between 1840 and 1850, as Wisconsin’s population increased tenfold from 30,945 to 
305,391, local governments tended to reflect the traditions of governing, which the new settlers 
brought with them.  About half of the new immigrants were Yankees from New England and Mid-
Atlantic states, and the other half were Europeans – primarily Germans, Scandinavians, Irish, 
English, Scot and Welsh.  The Yankees were highly organized, and many took possession of the 
town sites, waterpower sources and agricultural lands.  They also were the editors, merchants and 
politicians of the territory.  According to UW historian Robert C. Nesbit: 

The Yankee settler was an activist.  He expected his new wilderness home to be con-
nected shortly with the world’s markets, but he recognized that he would have to help 
it along with community and political action. . . . He easily imposed his institutions, 
ideas, and mores upon his new surroundings, for he assumed that he had never really left 
home. His European immigrant neighbors were all too conscious that they had. (Nesbit, 
pp. 152-153) 

European immigrants tended to settle according to nationality, and these isolated settlements 
developed governments similar to those of the European motherlands.  By the middle of the 19th 
century, there were significant settlements throughout Wisconsin. German settlements, like 
those at Milwaukee and Mequon, reflected the settlers’ desire for self-expression and freedom 
from bureaucracy.  As Philip Best, one of the founders of the Pabst Brewing Company, wrote in 
1847: 

In Germany no one knows how to appreciate the liberty to which every human being is 
entitled. . . [E]veryone [here] may express his opinion in accordance with his knowledge 
and judgment. . . [H]ere the officials . . . are dependent upon the people, and in Germany 
the people are dependent upon the officials.  (Nesbit, p. 157) 

Scandinavians settled in Wisconsin until the 1860s, when the newer arrivals began to move 
on to Minnesota.  Although more literate that the Germans, they also were much poorer and ten-
ded to stay to themselves.  They moved up the Rock River Valley into Wisconsin, establishing 
communities such as Stoughton. Government in Scandinavian communities had a strong 
religious content. 

Dutch and Swiss settlers also moved to Wisconsin and established their separate communi-
ties, where local politics reflected their home country political experience.  Later in the century, 
Polish settlers arrived.  New immigrants were assimilated slowly and with difficulty into the 
mainstream of Wisconsin’s politics, which continued to be dominated by Yankees. 

The first municipal government inside the boundaries of the current Wisconsin Territory was 
the Borough of Prairie du Chien, established in Crawford County in 1821.  Prairie du Chien, and 
other territorial boroughs which were incorporated in the next few years, featured the town meet-
ing form of government that the New England settlers had brought with them.  The borough 
(town) government laid out streets and provided fire and police protection.  Settlers from South-
ern states favored the county form of government, which was strong in that section of the country. 
Supervisors were elected to represent precincts in the county, and the county, not the municipali-
ty, was the entity responsible for providing governmental services. 

The disagreement between Wisconsin’s settlers over which form of local government should 
prevail continued throughout territorial history and well into statehood.  This conflict of powers 
and authority at various levels of local government can still be seen in Wisconsin today, and the 
success and failure of cooperative efforts among governmental units to some extent reflect the 
continuing debate. 

The Advent of Statehood 

When Wisconsin became a state in 1848, the new state constitution contained several specif-
ic provisions for local government. Article IV, Section 22, provides: “The legislature may confer 
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upon the boards of supervisors of the several counties of the state such powers of a local, legisla-
tive and administrative character as they shall from time to time prescribe.” 

Article IV, Section 23, originally required: “The legislature shall establish but one system 
of town and county government, which shall be as nearly uniform as practicable.”  Although this 
section has been amended three times to meet the changing needs of county government, the 
town uniformity provision relating to towns still remains.  County officers, as well as the condi-
tions of their election, removal and terms of office, are identified in Article VI, Section 4. 

Cities and villages also were mentioned in the original Wisconsin Constitution.  In its origi-
nal form, Article XI, Section 3, empowered the legislature “to provide for the organization of 
cities and incorporated villages”.  In particular, the legislature could restrict the local units’ pow-
ers to tax, contract debt and assess property.  Cities and villages were not granted home rule until 
1924.  Prior to that they were chartered and controlled by the legislature, at first by individual 
special acts of the legislature and then, after 1892, by general law. 

Wisconsin’s 1870 population of just over one million was 80% rural.  Only about 200,000 
people lived in cities and, of those, 71,461 resided in Milwaukee. The populations of the next 
two largest cities, Fond du Lac and Oshkosh, numbered 12,765 and 12,673, respectively.  Madi-
son, today the state’s second-largest city, was still a small community.  When it was selected as 
the territorial capital in 1836, it was largely uninhabited.  It was incorporated in 1856 and in 1870 
had 9,173 inhabitants. 

By 1900, Wisconsin’s population had doubled, but the urban portion had increased more rap-
idly than that of rural areas.  Over 38% of the state’s 2,069,042 total population were urban resi-
dents. Milwaukee had grown to 288,923 and Oshkosh had 28,284 people. One in eight of all 
Wisconsin residents lived in Milwaukee County.  This concentration led the legislature to con-
clude that it must treat Milwaukee differently from other counties; by 1885, it began to recognize 
the differences between Milwaukee County and “other counties” in the state laws it enacted. 

Urban areas, and Milwaukee in particular, were different from rural areas in several ways. 
In some cases, they had sizeable immigrant populations.  (Milwaukee’s foreign-born made up 
almost 50% of its population.)  The larger cities often had surfaced streets, public transportation, 
running water, sewers, street lights and electricity.  High schools developed in the cities, as did 
vocational and technical schools. 

Public schools were an essential feature of urban government.  Over 80% of all children at-
tended public schools, and both public and private schools, along with newspapers, served to as-
similate people of diverse backgrounds and experiences.  While differences between communi-
ties persisted and are celebrated yet today, Wisconsin’s new citizens began to learn how to 
participate in government. 

The Progressive Era and Its Impact on Local Government 

Wisconsin government in the last quarter of the 19th century has been characterized by Pro-
fessor Nesbit as the “politics of complacency”.  In contrast, the politics of the first part of the 20th 
century were the politics of protest.  Led by Robert M. “Fighting Bob” La Follette, Wisconsin 
became a laboratory of democracy during this period of rapid economic change.  Much has been 
written about the impact of Progressive reform on national and state government, but the effects 
were also felt in local government. State legislation that dealt with the income tax, the highway 
commission, waterpower conservation and forest reserves had repercussions for local ordi-
nances and decisions.  Agricultural education was supported, enhancing the role of vocational 
education and leading to the authorization of vocational schools in 1911.  A Board of Public Af-
fairs was established, charged with studying state and local governments and making recommen-
dations for their improvement. 

For local government, two important legacies from the Progressive Era were the establish-
ment of a state income tax and the provision for home rule.  The income tax was seen as a more 
efficient and equitable way to finance government.  The proceeds of the income tax supported 
state government and a major portion of them were shared with the local units in which they were 
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collected.  It was assumed that leaving the property tax solely for the use of the counties, munici-
palities and school districts would lower local taxes. 

Home rule was finally authorized in 1924 by an amendment to Article XI, Section 3, of the 
constitution and passage of Chapter 198, Laws of 1925.  The constitutional change permitted ci-
ties and villages “to determine their local affairs and government, subject only to this constitution 
and to such enactments of the legislature of state-wide concern as with uniformity shall affect 
every city or every village.  The method of such determination shall be prescribed by the legisla-
ture.” 

This grant of home rule became important in the development of municipal government, 
since it provided cities and villages greater leeway in determining their own affairs.  In 1925 and 
1933 the legislature strengthened home rule, substituting a comprehensive grant of power for the 
long list of enumerated powers in the original law.  This flexible approach allowed municipalities 
great freedom in making decisions about what services they would provide and how those ser-
vices would be delivered.  Today, for example, a city or village may decide whether or not it will 
provide a public transportation system, public health care, or parks and recreational facilities. 
Home rule is seen by municipal decisionmakers as central to their ability to govern.  (Towns and 
counties, to a lesser extent, have also been granted greater flexibility over the past decade, but 
each of their powers must be specifically authorized by statute or implied from existing autho-
rization.) 

Governmental reform, the centerpiece of the Progressive Movement, led to the codification 
of state laws affecting villages (in 1919) and cities (in 1921).  Classes of cities, established by 
law in 1871, remained intact, but special charter provisions establishing some municipalities 
were superseded.  Only the charter of the City of Milwaukee remained unchanged by these re-
forms.  Even today, state laws reflect this special status of Milwaukee. 

Local Government in the 20th Century 
The 20th century has witnessed significant changes.  Major economic shifts and technologi-

cal innovations have been accompanied by radical changes in the structure and function of gov-
ernment at all levels.  Wisconsin’s population has grown from 2,069,042 at the turn of the century 
to an estimated 5,142,999 in 1996.  While only about one-third of Wisconsin’s citizens lived in 
urban areas in 1900, almost two-thirds did at the time of the 1990 federal census.  The major non-
white population group was American Indians in 1900.  Today, there are almost three times as 
many people of Hispanic origin living in Wisconsin as there are American Indian residents, and 
the African-American population has grown from 2,542 in 1900 to 244,539 in 1990.  Over 50,000 
people of Asian origin were Wisconsin residents in 1990.  These newer immigrants, whether 
coming from other states or from other countries, have shaped local government, as did their pre-
decessors, the European immigrants of the 19th century. 

What is important is that most of the state’s population growth has taken place outside of the 
major metropolitan areas.  Since 1970, the City of Milwaukee has lost population. It is the small-
and medium-sized cities, villages and towns which have grown.  Suburbs around central cities 
have grown more quickly than the cities themselves, creating what some have termed “doughnut 
cities”.  Older, central cities struggle to maintain sufficient tax base to support necessary services, 
while newer suburbs wrestle with providing those same basic services to a rapidly growing and 
more dispersed population. 

Towns also have felt the changes of this century.  Until 1960, many towns lost territory to 
adjoining cities and villages by annexation, and some of them disappeared altogether. Since 
1980, however, the growth in population around central metropolitan areas has changed this pat-
tern.  Towns near these urban areas also have seen population growth and have been faced with 
making decisions about zoning, taxation or service delivery that earlier would have been the con-
cern the neighboring cities.  The 1993 Legislature, recognizing the changing nature of the popu-
lation of rural areas near urban areas, explicitly granted towns many powers that cities and vil-
lages already had, including the establishment of codes, the ability to set assessments to pay for 
public projects, and the regulation of a wide variety of activities and services. 
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Schools, too, have reflected the economic, demographic and political changes of the 20th 
century.  School aids have been revised, and vocational schools have grown in number and en-
rollment.  In recent years, concern about educational achievement and preparation of the 21st 
century workforce has led to legislation on charter schools, school choice and school funding 
limits, as well as school-to-work programs intended to link secondary and vocational education 
more closely. 

Current Challenges and the Future of Local Government 
Elected and career public officials must deal with a vast number of demographic, social, 

political and economic changes.  The population diversity that characterized Wisconsin’s early 
history is again becoming an important force, and it challenges government to respond and serve 
in new ways.  Today, the divergent groups may be native-born minority groups or new immi-
grants, mostly from non-European countries.  Their cultural expectations and traditions may dif-
fer from existing norms, but they must, somehow, be understood and accommodated. 

Changes in families and work patterns have strained governmental structures and resources. 
For example, recreational programs for children and youth must recognize that in most families 
there is not an at-home parent to chauffeur, chaperone and coach sports programs.  As women 
enter the workforce full time, governments and community organizations must hire help for ser-
vices that were once provided by volunteers.  When people move from central cities to suburbs 
and beyond, the link between workplace and home weakens, and the commuters may fail to real-
ize the economic interdependence of the two communities.  Rising expectations have led to de-
mands for increased services that local government must finance through increased taxes and 
fees.  Government employes have had to learn how to handle irate citizens demanding more ser-
vices for less money. 

Another change encountered by today’s government officials is increased citizen participa-
tion and oversight.  Open meeting laws and open records laws, enacted by the state legislature, 
are examples of how government has responded to this demand.  Some communities are increas-
ing citizen involvement in policymaking and service delivery.  They create electronic “town 
meetings”, citizen advisory boards and community task forces.  They also rely on grassroots sup-
port, such as “Friends of the Library” groups or neighborhood associations.  These mechanisms 
give citizens a voice, increase their understanding and support for local government and improve 
government responsiveness. 

The changing role of the media reflects this political environment.  Media have been both 
supportive and highly critical of government in the past.  In recent years, however, media leaders 
have begun to see themselves as participants in the political process, rather than merely observers 
and reporters.  For example, Wisconsin Public Television has initiated a series of town hall meet-
ings on various subjects, and the newspapers in many cities across the state are engaged in identi-
fying community issues and supporting the search for answers. 

Finally, economic changes have affected local government.  The globalization of the econo-
my is not just a private sector or federal concern.  Cities and villages must grapple with ways to 
keep local businesses and industries vital, and, if possible, attract foreign investors and compa-
nies.  Although some Wisconsin communities have lost industries to other states and foreign 
countries where labor costs were supposedly lower, foreign business has also been attracted to 
the state.  For example, the world’s largest manufacturer of soy sauce is now located in Walworth, 
Wisconsin. 

Recent reforms and challenges suggest that local government will continue to experience 
rapid change in the coming decade.  More cities and villages, for example, are hiring professional 
administrators as the difficulty of managing municipal activities increases.  New systems for 
managing employes, including innovative methods for working with labor unions, are emerging. 
New state demands, such as recycling requirements or clean water regulations, force local units 
to respond to a variety of economic, political, demographic and environmental pressures. 

Fifty years ago, the problems encountered in Wisconsin’s communities probably would have 
resulted in the demand for new state or federal programs.  More recently, citizens have exhibited 
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a growing distrust of and disenchantment with faceless big government.  Smaller local govern-
ments now find themselves challenged to provide services and assure quality of life while com-
plying with costly state and federal mandates. This scenario requires highly qualified and com-
mitted public employes.  It also requires informed citizens who are involved in the government 
of their community.  Assuring public participation in local government may be the greatest chal-
lenge to the survival of democracy in the 21st century. 

2.  COUNTY GOVERNMENT: THE LOCAL FACE OF STATE GOVERNMENT 

The county system of government is part of our inheritance from England.  On occasion, it 
has been accused of being powerless and irrelevant, and some have predicted its demise.  Never-
theless, counties have survived and today play an important role in the delivery of governmental 
services. 

Wisconsin’s 72 counties perform double duty, serving and protecting local interests, while 
also acting as the agents of state government.  The county’s role as the state’s agent is significant. 
It administers a host of state programs – health and welfare services, the court system and state 
highway maintenance, to name a few – but many county officials contend this significant role 
is not matched with state support or necessary autonomy.  Despite these continuing debates over 
authority and finances, it is certain that the counties will continue to be an important part of Wis-
consin’s political makeup, as they have been since territorial days. 

Development and Structure of Counties 
County government in Wisconsin predates the establishment of the Wisconsin Territory.  Be-

ginning in 1818, while it was still a part of the Michigan Territory, what we know as Wisconsin 
was divided by the Michigan territorial governor, Lewis Cass, into three counties: Brown County 
in the east, Crawford County in the west, and Michilimackinac County in the north.  These three 
large counties were subdivided as Wisconsin became a territory and then a state. 

The Wisconsin Territorial Legislature was authorized to create or consolidate counties, 
based on authority granted in the Northwest Ordinance, which was enacted by the U.S. Congress 
on July 13, 1787.  The Wisconsin Constitution implicitly gave the state legislature the same pow-
er when it continued the application of most territorial laws at the time the state was created. 
Although there is no explicit constitutional authority to create counties, the state constitution 
does provide that a county with an area of 900 square miles or less cannot be divided and requires 
that the location of the county seat cannot be changed without approval of the county voters. 
In addition, the legislature has established procedures whereby county boards of adjoining coun-
ties may consolidate into a single county. 

From April 20, 1836, the date the Wisconsin Territory was created, through 1901, the number 
of counties grew from 6 to 71.  The 72nd county was created in 1961, when the reservation of 
the Menominee Indians of Wisconsin, located in Oconto and Shawano Counties, became Meno-
minee County. 

Counties vary greatly in geographical size and population.  The largest, in land area, is Mara-
thon in north central Wisconsin, while the smallest is Ozaukee on the Lake Michigan shore.  The 
most populous county is Milwaukee; the least populous is Menominee.  Wood County, in the cen-
tral part of the state, might be selected as the “average” Wisconsin county.  Its land area of 792.9 
square miles and population density of 92.8 people per square mile are closest to the state aver-
ages of 754.4 and 90.1, respectively. 

At the time of statehood, the counties within the Wisconsin Territory were organized in vari-
ous ways.  Settlers from New York and New England brought with them the supervisor form of 
county government in which the board of supervisors specifically represented towns and incor-
porated places.  Under this “unit system”, as it came to be known in Wisconsin, power was de-
centralized and most services were performed by town or municipal officials.  Settlers from other 
parts of the country brought the more centralized commissioner plan, which called for a small 
board elected from precincts to represent the interests of the county at-large.  Services were pro-
vided at the county level under this plan. 
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The framers of the Wisconsin Constitution, foreseeing problems with managing differing 
forms of county government, required the legislature to “establish but one system of town and 
county government, which shall be as nearly uniform as practicable” (Article IV, Section 23). 
The meaning of this uniformity requirement was not settled until 1870, when, after a series of 
court decisions, the supervisor (unit) system prevailed.  As compared to the commissioner plan, 
the supervisor system gave relatively more authority to town government and took away county 
government’s independent power. 

The best efforts of the writers of the constitution to achieve uniformity were confounded by 
historical developments.  First, Milwaukee County continued to outpace other areas of the state 
in its growth, so that by 1885 the legislature recognized that it had to treat Milwaukee differently. 
New legislation spoke of two categories of counties – Milwaukee County and “other counties”. 
Then, almost 75 years later when the federal government terminated its supervision of the tribe, 
the 1959 Legislature established a third category for “counties having one town” to deal with 
Menominee County, which it created, effective May 1, 1961.  (The federal government restored 
reservation status to the tribal lands in 1973, but the statutory definition for Menominee County 
continues and the area is governed under a combination of state, national and tribal laws.) 

Over the years, changes within counties and the demands placed on them led the legislature 
to recognize that it could not treat all counties exactly the same.  In 1972 a constitutional amend-
ment deleted the uniformity requirement for counties.  (It still applies to towns.) While counties 
have not changed their structure dramatically since then, removal of the uniformity clause has 
allowed them flexibility in responding to the changing political and economic environment. 

The Many Functions of Wisconsin’s Counties 
County government has many functions.  Article IV, Section 22, of the Wisconsin Constitu-

tion states: “The legislature may confer upon the boards of supervisors of the several counties 
of the state such powers of a local, legislative and administrative character as they shall from time 
to time prescribe.”  Chapter 59, Wisconsin Statutes, which contains most of the state laws pertain-
ing to county government, describes a wide variety of duties and permissive authority the legisla-
ture has assigned to the county and its officers.  It is up to the individual county board to deter-
mine how to use the powers delegated by the legislature. 

Counties are often called agents of the state because they are required to carry out or enforce 
certain state laws.  For example, the county sheriff enforces state laws in apprehending criminals, 
and the district attorney represents the state in legal actions brought against them.  The county 
clerk manages state elections, and the county register of deeds keeps certain state records, such 
as birth and death certificates, marriage licenses and property deeds.  In each of these examples, 
the county official is elected by the residents of the county but is carrying out or enforcing laws 
made by state legislators. 

In 1985, Wisconsin counties were given limited “home rule”, whereby they “may exercise 
any organizational or administrative power, subject only to the constitution and any enactment 
of the legislature which is of statewide concern and which uniformly affects each county.”  The 
legislature declared it wanted the powers granted to the counties to be “liberally construed” in 
favor of the counties’ rights, powers and privileges in order to give the counties the largest mea-
sure of self-government.  How broadly the courts will interpret this grant remains to be seen. 

Since statehood, the legislature has granted a long and wide-ranging list of permissive pow-
ers to county boards: for example, defraying the costs of certain conventions and local entertain-
ment, e.g., national air shows and Halloween parties for children; raising game birds; operating 
a public museum; contracting for federal prisoners; conducting transportation studies; and oper-
ating airports.  The exercise of these specific powers varies from county to county.  One county 
may operate parks and recreational facilities and provide mental health services.  Another county 
may also decide to operate parks but may choose to provide nursing care rather than mental 
health services.  When the legislature decides to mandate duties and grant permissive powers to 
specific counties, it often identifies the units by population size rather than by name, such as per-
mitting a county “having a population of 500,000 [to] own and operate a professional baseball 
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team” (a power Milwaukee County never exercised). Identification by population size, rather 
than a county name, conforms with Article IV, Section 18, of the Wisconsin Constitution which 
prohibits the legislature from passing “private or local” laws. 

Differences Count with Counties 

One of the problems in discussing or managing local government in Wisconsin is that the 
units vary greatly. Counties are no exception, as the accompanying table illustrates. 

VARIATIONS AMONG WISCONSIN COUNTIES 
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1990 Population 1990 Population Density 

Number of Number of 
Population Group Counties Persons Per Square Mile Counties 

500,000+ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 3,971 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
300,001 – 500,000 . . . . . . . . . . 2  500 – 3,970 . . . . . . . . . . . 2 
100,001 – 300,000 . . . . . . . . . . 8  301 – 500 . . . . . . . . . . . 5
 50,001 – 100,000 . . . . . . . . . . 13  201 – 300 . . . . . . . . . . . 4
 25,001 – 50,000 . . . . . . . . . . 21  101 – 200 . . . . . . . . . . . 7
 10,001 – 25,000 . . . . . . . . . 22  51 – 100 . . . . . . . . . . . 14
 5,001 – 10,000 . . . . . . . . . . 3  26 – 50 . . . . . . . . . . . 21

 <5,000 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2  10 – 25 . . . . . . . . . . . 14 
State Total 4,891,769  < 10 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 
Median County 33,528 
County Average 67,941 State Average 90 persons per square mile 

Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 1990 Census of Population and 
Housing, Summary Population and Housing Characteristics, Wisconsin, Tables 3 and 16, August 
1991. 

The largest county, as ranked by population, is Milwaukee County. For most of statehood, 
it has also been Wisconsin’s most urbanized area. Special laws that pertain to Milwaukee County 
reflect this difference. However, in the past 20 years, urbanization has also characterized the 
counties of Kenosha, Racine, Brown and Dane, as well the counties surrounding Milwaukee 
County. While these counties have grown and struggled with the problems of urban government, 
other counties, such as Crawford County on the southwest side of the state, which grew only 
.03%, have had stable populations. 

Another major difference among the counties is the tax rate. According to a study by the 
Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance, the 1996 county tax rates ranged from $10.49 per $1,000 equal-
ized value in Menominee County to a rate of $2.21 in Ozaukee County. The financing of county 
services has come under scrutiny as taxpayers seek ways to reduce costs. Debate has also fo-
cused on “unfunded mandates”, that is, service requirements that the state imposes without pro-
viding accompanying revenues to cover their costs. For years the counties have tried, with lim-
ited success, to persuade the state to pay for these services, thus reducing the property tax burden. 
A recent response by the 1993 Legislature was to appropriate county mandate relief payments, 
based on each county’s population. The program, which cost a total of $20.2 million statewide 
in 1996, is designed to ease the cost of state-mandated services. 

Finally, counties differ in their resources. The economic health of any county is tied, in part, 
to its natural resources and geography, which can help or hinder its development. The ungla-
ciated Southwest Uplands, known as the Driftless Area, has unspoiled natural beauty, many small 
ethnic communities and, in earlier times, lead mining. Southern Wisconsin is characterized by 
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rich agricultural lands and gently rolling hills.  This is the area which made Wisconsin “Ameri-
ca’s Dairyland”.  Southeast Wisconsin is the most heavily populated area and the site of the earli-
est industrial endeavors in the state.  Most heavy industry is located there or in the Fox River 
Valley.  The Fox River Valley-Green Bay area in northeast Wisconsin is a region of trade and 
transport that has experienced remarkable growth in the past 20 years.  Northeast Wisconsin 
comprises much of the original lumbering areas of Wisconsin and today is a primary tourist des-
tination in all seasons.  Northwest Wisconsin also relies on tourism, but its proximity to Minneap-
olis-St. Paul has led to the growth of commerce and industry.  Finally, the counties along the west-
ern border of Wisconsin are tied to the Mississippi River, a major transportation and commerce 
link. 

The County Board 
In most Wisconsin counties, the elected county board of supervisors performs both legisla-

tive and executive functions.  (Nine counties have an elected county executive and six have an 
appointed county administrator to handle executive duties.)  The board also serves as the link 
between the state and local units of government and their citizens. 

The national and state models of government divide power among the legislative, executive 
and judicial branches, which respectively enact, administer and adjudicate the laws.  This bal-
ance-of-power approach is considered central to democratic government, but there is no such 
clear-cut division of power within county government as it was created by the Wisconsin Consti-
tution.  The county board often has to balance its legislative and executive responsibilities. Su-
pervisors, working through various standing committees, may become so involved in their over-
sight of the day-to-day operations of county departments and programs that they can lose the 
perspective necessary for good policymaking.  Some counties have managed this issue by using 
the technical and professional skills of their employes to assure operational effectiveness, while 
continuing to call upon board members to respond to or represent citizen concerns. 

The manner in which supervisors are chosen has changed since statehood.  Prior to 1965, 
the law prescribed different county board representation for Milwaukee County, where supervi-
sors were chosen from districts identical to the state assembly districts.  In the other counties, 
supervisors were elected by unit: one from each town, one from each village (or part of a village 
located within the county) and one from each city ward.  This latter formula led to large, unwieldy 
and unrepresentative boards.  By 1965, for example, Dane County had 90 supervisors on its 
board, reportedly the largest county board in the United States.  The proportional disparity was 
equally surprising with one supervisor representing a village of 191 residents while another rep-
resented 13,308 residents in a Madison city ward.  In the nation’s first instance of a court mandat-
ing the one person-one vote principle for county governing boards, the Wisconsin Supreme 
Court in State ex rel. Sonneborn v. Sylvester, 26 Wis. (2d) 43 (1965) required that county supervi-
sory districts must be reapportioned to accord voters the equal representation to which they were 
entitled under the U.S. and Wisconsin Constitutions.  The 1965 Legislature, in legislation effec-
tive for the 1966 county board elections, divided all counties (with the exception of Milwaukee 
and Menominee) into four population groups and established the maximum number of supervi-
sors allowed for each county category. 

NUMBER OF COUNTY BOARD SUPERVISORS 
By Statutory Grouping 

Number of Counties Maximum No. of Actual Range 
Population Within the Group Supervisors* of Supervisors 

10,000 – 499,999 . . . . . . . . . . . . 10 47 24-39 
50,000 – 99,999 . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13 39 25-38 
25,000 – 49,999 . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21 31 17-31 
Less than 25,000 . . . . . . . . . . . . 26 21 12-21 
*If a county’s population is within 2% of the next highest grouping, it may use that maximum. 

Today, the county board is elected from supervisory districts drawn by the county board after 
each federal decennial census so that each supervisor represents approximately the same number 
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of residents.  The effect of this newer selection process with equalized districts and statutory con-
trol of board size is twofold: more representative boards and smaller boards. 

County supervisors are elected for two-year terms in the spring nonpartisan elections held 
in the odd-numbered years, except in Milwaukee County where supervisors serve four-year 
terms. When a vacancy occurs on the board, the board chairperson with board approval may 
make an appointment to fill the vacancy for the unexpired portion of the term or until a successor 
is elected and qualified.  A county supervisor may be removed for cause by a two-thirds vote of 
the board. 

A county board carries out its duties and exercises its powers by passing resolutions and ordi-
nances that have the effect of local law.  The board is required by state statute to appoint certain 
officials, such as the highway commissioner, and it is authorized to appoint certain specified offi -
cers or create others as it chooses.  It oversees and manages county affairs by adopting a budget, 
authorizing and staffing programs and levying the taxes needed to support them.  Even in coun-
ties that have chosen to create the elected administrative office of “county executive”, the county 
board retains sizeable power and has discretion regarding its own organization and its operating 
rules. 

The supervisors conduct business at their board meetings and through their separate commit-
tee assignments.  The committees are expected to review problems in their areas of responsibility, 
work directly with employes of the county and propose legislative solutions. The personnel com-
mittee, for example, is supposed to work with the appointed personnel director and develop per-
sonnel policy.  When functioning well, this system encourages open communication between 
county employes, who carry out the work of the county, and the board, which decides what that 
work will be. 

Central Administrative Authority 
In recent years, the state legislature has required the counties to create a single executive or 

administrative officer who has centralized oversight of county functions and can assist in coordi-
nating the complex system of elected and appointed officials.  The county board must choose one 
of three statutory officers: county executive, county administrator or county administrative coor-
dinator. 

The most powerful and independent of the three officials is the county executive. By statute, 
the office of county executive is mandatory in Milwaukee County, where it was pioneered in 
1960.  A 1969 constitutional amendment empowered the legislature to authorize this position in 
other counties, and the statutes now give all counties the option.  Eight counties besides Milwau-
kee currently have county executives, established either by resolution of the board or by petition 
and referendum.  This officer is elected at-large by county voters for a 4-year term in the spring 
nonpartisan elections and is independent of the county board, much as mayors and governors are 
independent of their legislative bodies.  The county executive may be removed only by the gover-
nor for cause or by the voters through a recall election.  If a vacancy occurs, the chairperson of 
the county board may name someone to fill the office until the next election.  By constitutional 
amendment the county executive has the power to veto board resolutions and ordinances in full 
and may exercise a partial veto on appropriations measures.  Vetoes can be overridden by a two-
thirds vote of the county board. 

Six counties employ a county administrator to coordinate county operations. County admin-
istrators are appointed by the board, rather than elected by the citizens.  They are not independent 
officers, have no veto power and are not as powerful as county executives.  Both executives and 
administrators are charged with organizing and operating the county, including developing an 
annual budget, appointing department heads and members of boards and commissions, and keep-
ing the board informed on county issues. 

Since January 1, 1987, state law has required counties without a county executive or county 
administrator, currently 57 in number, to designate an elected or appointed county official as ad-
ministrative coordinator of the county.  By law, this officer is “responsible for coordinating all 
administrative and management functions of county government not otherwise vested by law in 
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boards or commissions, or in other elected officers.”  Typically, the chairperson of the county 
board or the county clerk fills this position, but some counties have established a separate full-
time position. 

Elected County Officials 

All  counties are required to elect a specified group of executive officials who carry out state 
laws: a sheriff, district attorney, clerk, treasurer, register of deeds and clerk of circuit court.  These 
officers are elected for 2-year terms on a partisan ballot in November of the even-numbered 
years.  In addition, all counties, except Milwaukee, have been given a choice since 1972 between 
the elected coroner or an appointed medical examiner.  According to a 1988 decision of the Wis-
consin Supreme Court, the position of county surveyor may be filled by an elected officer, an 
appointed officer or someone hired on a temporary basis to fulfill the function as needed (Ripley 
v. Brown, 143 Wis. 2d 686).  (The offices of elected surveyor and elected coroner were abolished 
in Milwaukee County, as the result of a 1965 constitutional amendment.) 

The sheriff, district attorney, coroner and register of deeds are specifically mentioned in the 
Wisconsin Constitution, and the governor is required by statute to fill vacancies in these offices 
until the next election and may remove any of these officers for cause. 

The sheriff is the chief law enforcement official for the entire county, although most enforce-
ment is related to areas outside of incorporated cities and villages.  The constitution does not re-
quire that a sheriff have police training or experience, but by tradition voters have come to expect 
it. 

The district attorney prosecutes persons for crimes committed in the county and may also 
serve as legal advisor to the county, although 34 counties now appoint corporation counsels to 
handle civil legal matters.  Each county has its own district attorney, except for Shawano and Me-
nominee Counties which jointly elect one district attorney to serve the two-county prosecutorial 
unit.  In a few smaller counties the attorneys only serve part-time. 

The coroner investigates sudden or accidental deaths and presides over the coroner’s jury 
that determines the cause of death.  Counties may choose to have an appointed medical examiner 
instead of a coroner.  (Milwaukee County is required by statute to have a medical examiner.) 

The register of deeds records most legal documents, including real estate sales and transfers, 
mortgages, contracts, leases, marriage licenses, birth and death certificates, and soldiers’ dis-
charges.  The records of this office are essential for many state functions, and, unlike the other 
elected officers, the register of deeds has little discretion in deciding how to carry out these du-
ties. 

Four other elected county officials are not specifically named in the constitution but were 
assumed to be a part of county government because they existed at the time of statehood: the 
county clerk, clerk of circuit court, surveyor and treasurer.  Except for the clerk of circuit court, 
vacancies in these positions are filled by the county board or county executive with board con-
sent. The circuit court judge(s) must fill a vacancy in the clerk of court position. Similarly the 
county board may remove any of these officers for cause by a two-thirds vote, with the exception 
of the clerk of circuit court who can only be removed by the circuit court judge(s) for cause. 

The duties of the county clerk are defined by state law and the individual county boards and 
vary among counties.  In some cases, the clerk is the key county official, serving as a secretary 
to the board and its committees, general coordinator of county services and chief budget officer. 
In all counties, the clerk oversees elections, maintains certain records and issues some licenses. 

The treasurer, who is the custodian of county moneys, is required to collect property taxes 
and fees and pay the bills, and may be responsible for investing any available funds. 

The clerk of circuit court, like the treasurer and register of deeds, has little discretion in 
executing official duties, most of which are prescribed by state law and relate primarily to han-
dling court-related documents. 

The office of surveyor was more important in early statehood, when it was necessary to iden-
tify land ownership carefully. In the past 50 years the need for a surveyor has declined. In most 
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counties no one runs for the office, so the county board designates a registered land surveyor to 
carry out any necessary duties. 

3.  MUNICIPALITIES: THE MOST LOCAL OF GOVERNMENTS 

Towns, villages and cities, often referred to as municipalities in Wisconsin law, are the gov-
ernmental units that relate most directly to citizens’ everyday lives.  For much of Wisconsin’s 
early history as a territory and a state, towns were the most important unit of municipal govern-
ment.  When Wisconsin achieved statehood in 1848, there were only a dozen or so villages and 
Milwaukee, which had been incorporated in 1846, was the state’s only city. 

In this century, cities and villages have gained importance.  By 1997 there were 189 cities 
and 395 villages, in addition to 1,266 towns.  Cities and villages provide government to areas 
where population is more concentrated and, as a result, generally offer more diverse and complex 
services than do towns.  One principal difference that accounts for this is that cities and villages 
are incorporated by the state, and they are accorded “home rule”, that is, more flexibility in deter-
mining their own structure and the services they will undertake. 

Residents of a particular town may seek to incorporate as a city or village because they want 
sidewalks, street lights, full-time fire protection or other urban services. They may also desire 
greater independence from state control.  As cities and villages are incorporated, they are carved 
out of the town territory and become independent units no longer subject to the town’s control. 
The remainder of the town may take on a “Swiss cheese” configuration as its area is reduced. 

Towns 

Towns, like counties, were created by the state to provide basic municipal services.  By 
constitutional requirement, towns must be as uniform as practicable in their structure and can 
perform only those duties specifically authorized by state law.  The statutes relating to towns 
spell out in detail the powers of town officers and how they will conduct day-to-day operations. 

Rooted in New England and New York tradition, town government came to Wisconsin with 
the settlers, but Wisconsin towns, which were first authorized under Michigan territorial law in 
1827, were not like their Eastern counterparts that reflected the existing patterns of local settle-
ment.  In Wisconsin, towns were geographical subdivisions of counties, usually following the 
boundaries of surveyors’ townships. 

The difference between “township” and “town” often confuses the public.  In Wisconsin, 
“township” refers to the surveyor’s township which was laid out to identify land parcels within 
a county.  The typical township was a square, measuring six miles on a side for a total of 36 square 
miles in the unit. Each square-mile unit within the township was called a “section”, so there were 
36 sections in the typical surveyor’s township.  In some cases, where the county bordered on 
another state or a natural boundary, such as a river, the size of a particular township was altered 
by those limitations. 

“Town”, as the word is used in Wisconsin, denotes a specific unit of government.  It may 
coincide with the surveyor’s township or it may look quite different because the boundaries of 
local governments have changed over the years.  In some of the northern Wisconsin counties, 
surveyor’s townships were combined to form larger towns to facilitate governing more sparsely 
settled areas. 

Originally, towns could be created by the legislature, county boards or the courts, but today, 
because there is no unorganized territory left in the state, new towns can be created only by the 
division of existing towns or by the reversion of incorporated territory to town status.  In reality 
these events rarely, if ever, happen.  Instead a town may be dissolved through incorporation as 
a city or village, annexed by an adjoining city or village, or attached to an adjoining town.  These 
options must follow detailed statutory procedures. 

The largest town in area (with the obvious exception of the Town of Menominee which cov-
ers an entire county) is Winter (Sawyer County) at 279.5 square miles and the smallest is German-
town (Washington County) at 1.7 square miles. 
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Towns originally served (and for the most part they continue to serve) rural areas.  At first, 
this was an important function, since most of Wisconsin was rural.  As the population grew and 
cities and villages developed, the importance of town government declined.  Someone, obvious-
ly not a town official, once remarked that a town was simply land that had not yet been annexed. 
This rueful statement reflects that, for most of this century, the key problem for towns has been 
survival.  Towns disappeared completely in Milwaukee County by 1957 when all the territory 
within the county’s boundaries was either incorporated as a separate city or village or annexed 
to an existing one. 

According to the official 1996 population estimates, about one-third of all of Wisconsin’s 
citizens live in towns. Although towns vary greatly in size, population and wealth, most have 
small populations.  For example, 13 towns have fewer than 100 residents, and the smallest of all 
is Cedar Rapids (Rusk County) with 31 people (1996 estimate).  The state’s largest town is Cale-
donia (Racine County) with a 1996 population estimated at 22,187.  Only about one-third of Wis-
consin’s towns (468) have more than 1,000 population, and only 118 have more than 2,500 resi-
dents.  About three dozen towns have the population required to become a village or city, and 
from time to time large towns like these do incorporate, as happened most recently in 1996 when 
the major portion of the Town of Weston (Marathon County) became a village.  However, be-
cause incorporation must follow standards specified by law, achieving village or city status is 
a difficult process. 

Towns also vary in their economic wealth as measured by property valuation.  In general, 
most towns are rural and their property values are low.  On the other hand, towns in urbanized 
areas, which contain more residential and commercial development, usually have higher proper-
ty values and a stronger tax base for funding services.  Some towns are a mixture of rural and 
developed areas, which may lead to conflicts when rural residents reject urban services and the 
taxes necessary to pay for them, while residents in the built-up sections seek additional services. 
One solution is to form a “utility district” within the town where additional services are offered 
and additional taxes can be levied to perform those services.  This utility district is sometimes 
referred to unofficially as an “unincorporated village”, but it is still a part of the town, not a sepa-
rate government unit. 

Town Government Structure.  The organization and functions of town government are 
spelled out in the Wisconsin Statutes, based on the requirement of the Wisconsin Constitution 
that the legislature must provide the same basic form of government for all towns.  An attempt 
was made to abolish the uniformity clause through constitutional amendment in 1978, but the 
voters defeated it by a better than 2-to-1 margin. 

It should be noted that the statutes specifically provide for town government in Menominee 
County. They state that if a county is not divided into several towns, the whole county will be 
considered one town.  The Town of Menominee, which is coterminous with Menominee County, 
is that county’s only municipal unit; there are no cities or villages.  The county board and the town 
board are made up of the same seven persons, some elected from wards and some at-large. 

Some flexibility has been introduced into town government through legislation.  For exam-
ple, state law permits the town meeting to authorize the town board to exercise the powers that 
the statutes confer on a village board.  1993 Wisconsin Act 246 offered towns some parity with 
city and village home rule by statutorily granting towns many of the optional powers given to 
incorporated units. 

Town Services.  The town’s primary activities focus on maintaining roads, providing public 
improvements, and enforcing regulations as required by state and county government.  Larger 
towns may establish fire and police services, create zoning and building regulations, provide wa-
ter and sewers, operate parks and recreation facilities, and enforce health regulations.  As noted, 
however, larger towns with specialized services are the exception. 

The Town Meeting.  State law requires each town to hold an annual meeting open to all qual-
ified electors who are age 18 or older and have resided in the town for at least 10 days.  The town 
meeting serves as the legislative body for the town, and it must convene at least annually on the 
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second Tuesday in April (or within 10 days following that date).  Special town meetings may be 
called by the town board, the town meeting itself or at the request of a specified number of elec-
tors. 

Towns have been described as representative of true or “direct” democracy because all quali-
fied electors may vote at the town meeting, rather than depending on elected representatives to 
make laws for them.  The annual meeting conducts all business required by state law and transacts 
such other business as the law permits and the electors desire.  The major agenda item generally 
is adoption of the annual budget.  Through adopting the budget, residents vote directly at the 
town meeting to levy town property taxes on themselves.  In most towns, these taxes are used 
primarily for public works, such as road building and repair and snow removal.  Taxes may also 
support police and fire protection and general government functions.  For the most part, however, 
tax levies are low because services are limited. 

It sounds appealing to be able to vote directly on the level at which one will be taxed.  We 
would expect town meetings to be popular, well-attended events.  In fact, town meetings usually 
have sparse attendance, and the participation rate may be even lower than the voter turnout in 
an adjoining municipality.  There are exceptions, however.  For example, major conflicts, either 
within the town or between the town and another governmental unit, usually increase attendance 
at the town meeting.  Another problem with the town meeting is that, in very large towns, large 
gatherings of voters are ineffective in debating issues or deciding policy. 

The Town Board.  The town board, elected in odd-numbered years at the spring election, 
is the “executive branch” of town government.  It handles the day-to-day decisionmaking and 
may administer town services.  The board usually consists of three supervisors, the chair and two 
“side” supervisors.  The chair presides at town meetings and board meetings and generally is seen 
as the key contact person in the town.  There are two exceptions to the typical town board struc-
ture.  One is that towns exercising village powers may chose to have a three- or five-member town 
board. The other is the statutory option that allows the town meeting in the case of a town with 
a population of 2,500 or more to direct the town board to increase its size to five members with 
staggered elections each year. 

A variety of officials and employes perform the work of town government.  Almost one-third 
of these may be elected, including the clerk, treasurer, assessor, constable and municipal justice, 
although towns have the option of combining some of these offices or making them appointive. 
The clerk acts as the secretary to the town board, conducts elections, maintains town records and 
prepares the budget and tax rolls.  In many towns, the clerk also serves as a general administrative 
officer.  The treasurer collects taxes and other fees, pays bills and keeps financial accounts. The 
assessor values all town property for tax purposes.  (Many towns, however, contract with private 
firms for assessment services.)  Towns may combine the offices of clerk and treasurer or clerk 
and assessor.  The constable is a police officer, but in most towns this official has little if any 
responsibility because the county sheriff provides police services to towns.  The office is option-
al, and the town may determine the number of constables it will use.  The office of municipal 
justice has replaced that of justice of the peace, which was abolished by constitutional amend-
ment in 1966. The municipal court has exclusive jurisdiction over municipal ordinance viola-
tions that have monetary penalties, and it may rule on the constitutionality of municipal ordi-
nances. 

In addition to these elected officials who are chosen for two-year terms in the spring nonpar-
tisan elections, larger towns have various appointed officials.  Depending on the needs of the 
town, these may include a highway superintendent, a police chief, a health officer, a weed com-
missioner, zoning commissioners, and park and sanitary district commissioners.  Except in large 
towns, most town employes work part-time. 

Cities and Villages 
Currently, there are 189 cities and 395 villages in Wisconsin.  Together they encompass al-

most 3.6 million residents, about 70% of the state’s 1996 estimated population.  Cities and vil-
lages, often referred to as “incorporated areas”, govern territory where population is more con-



ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

118 WISCONSIN BLUE BOOK 1997 – 1998 

centrated and, as a result, they generally offer more diverse services than do counties and towns. 
The word “city” usually brings to mind places like New York, Chicago or Milwaukee. However, 
most cities in Wisconsin, as in other states, are small. Only 30 have populations over 20,000 and 
69% (131) have fewer than 10,000 residents. Wisconsin’s largest city is Milwaukee with a popu-
lation of 620,609 (compared to almost 1.5 million in the Milwaukee metropolitan area); the 
smallest city is Bayfield with 678 people. Villages generally are smaller than cities, but more 
than half of Wisconsin’s villages (208 of 395) are larger than Bayfield. According to 1996 esti-
mates, population figures for Wisconsin villages range from Menomonee Falls at 28,620 resi-
dents to Big Falls with only 77. 

Although there are some organizational differences between cities and villages, for the most 
part, they exercise the same powers. Villages often remain villages rather than seeking city status 
when they grow large enough to qualify because it typically does not make much difference. In 
1996, more than one-third of Wisconsin’s villages (146 of 395) exceeded the 1,000 minimum 
population requirement for becoming a city. Wisconsin’s most recent incorporation was the Vil -
lage of Weston (Marathon County) in 1996, but the majority of municipalities were incorporated 
before 1910. Lately, the effect of most urban population growth has been to enlarge existing mu-
nicipalities, rather than to create new ones. 

The Process of Incorporation and Annexation. While incorporation may have been a natu-
ral, almost casual, process in the early years of statehood, in recent years it has become difficult 
and a source of conflict. Some town residents in an area may want to incorporate as a village 
or city, while others do not. The incorporation process allows all town residents to participate 
in the decision. If residents of particular areas of a town do not wish to be part of a municipality, 
their property can be excluded from the incorporated area. 

Those residents who want to incorporate must obtain the supporting signatures of a specific 
number of electors and property owners in the town. The incorporation petition must comply 
with state statutes and be approved by the state Department of Commerce. If approved, it must 
be submitted to a vote by all residents of the area seeking to be incorporated. If a majority of 
the residents voting approve the plan, a new city or village will be formed. Those residents out-
side the area – who do not vote on the plan – continue to be governed by town government. 

GROWTH OF WISCONSIN CITIES AND VILLAGES 
1990 – 1997 
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ÁÁÁÁ

187 
ÁÁÁÁ

0.5 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

392 
ÁÁÁ

1.8 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

579 
ÁÁÁÁ

1.4 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

1990 . . . . . . . . . . . . ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

187 ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

0.0 Á

Á

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

394 ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

0.5 ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁ

581 ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

0.3 

ÁÁÁÁÁ

1997 . . . . . . . . . . . . 
ÁÁÁÁ

189 
ÁÁÁÁ

1.1 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

395 
ÁÁÁ

0.3 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

584 
ÁÁÁÁ

0.5 

Although there has been little increase in the number of cities and villages through incorpo-
rations in recent decades, existing units have shown significant growth, both in area and in popu-
lation.  Some of the population growth results from increasing density in inhabited areas, but 
much can be attributed to annexation. Annexation is the procedure whereby a city or village 
grows by attaching land which adjoins its boundaries. It can offer a city or village more control 
over the kind of development that takes place at the edges of the community, but extending mu-
nicipal services to annexed territory is expensive. 

The annexation process requires the approval of the city common council or village board. 
Unless the municipality is annexing uninhabited or municipally-owned land, it is usually neces-
sary to secure the formal agreement of a specified number of voters and property owners in the 
area to be annexed. This agreement is important because being a resident of a city or village, 
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rather than a town, can bring significant changes.  More services may be provided, and these ser-
vices usually mean higher taxes, as well as special assessments for the addition of curbs and gut-
ters, sidewalks and other improvements. 

Annexation may be initiated by residents of an area adjoining a municipality or by the city 
common council or village board.  In either case, the annexation procedures are prescribed in 
detail by state law and often require a referendum in the territory to be annexed. 

Although most annexations involve land on the outskirts or edges of municipalities, land 
within the municipal boundaries that is not yet incorporated – so-called “town islands” – also 
may be annexed.  All Wisconsin annexations must follow the “rule of reason”.  Unlike some 
states, where cities can annex a six-foot-wide strip of land around the perimeter of a large area 
in order to prevent another municipality from annexing it, in Wisconsin the annexation must 
make sense and be in the public interest. 

Classes of Cities. State law recognizes only one category of village, regardless of size, but 
each Wisconsin city is assigned to one of four classes, a first-class city being the largest.  These 
classes are intended to be population-based distinctions and, on the average, second-class cities 
are larger than third-class cities and third-class cities are larger than fourth-class cities.  A city 
does not automatically move to a higher class as its population increases.  The city common coun-
cil must agree to the administrative changes required of a larger-class city, and a proclamation 
must be issued by the mayor and published, stating that the city will change classes.  Cities may 
choose not to change classification for a number of reasons.  For example, Madison with 200,814 
residents is large enough to meet the first-class city population requirement of 150,000 or more 
people, but it has chosen not to seek that status because to do so would subject the city to state 
statutes originally written only for Milwaukee.  As a result, Milwaukee is Wisconsin’s only first-
class city. 

When a village reaches a population of 1,000, it can become a fourth-class city by a two-
thirds vote of the board of village trustees if it fulfills certain statutory requirements.  Some larger 
villages have chosen not to incorporate as cities.  For example, the villages of Allouez, Ashwau-
benon, Brown Deer, Germantown, Greendale, Howard, Menomonee Falls, Pleasant Prairie, Sho-
rewood and Whitefish Bay, which are located in heavily urbanized areas, all exceed the 10,000 
population requirement to become third-class cities but have not sought city status. 

City  Government.  The administration of city government may be organized in several ways 
in Wisconsin.  The predominant form is mayor-council, which is used by 179 cities.  State law 
also provides for the council-manager form of government, currently in use in 10 cities, and the 
commission form, which has not been used since 1957. 

In a mayor-council system, the mayor and council members are elected in the spring nonpar-
tisan elections.  The normal term of office for an elected city official is two years, but the city 
may provide by charter ordinance for longer terms up to four years.  The mayor, who is elected 
from the city at large, serves as the chief executive officer and directs the administration of the 
city, much as the U.S. President or a governor directs the executive branch.  However, unlike the 
President or governor, the mayor is a council member by state law and is authorized to preside 
over the council.  (The mayor may vote on measures before the council in the event of a tie vote.) 
The council passes ordinances, and the mayor can sign or veto those measures. 

The mayor has a number of responsibilities: assuring that city and state laws are enforced 
and that city officers and employes carry out their duties; providing information to the council 
and recommending actions; appointing citizens to commissions and boards (usually with council 
approval); and serving as the ceremonial head of the city.  Mayors of larger cities may travel to 
Madison or Washington, D.C., to meet with state or federal legislators or represent their cities 
at national conferences.  Some of the mayor’s most important work may involve conferring with 
state or federal officials or other mayors on issues of long-term importance to the city. 

Sometimes distinctions are made between a “strong mayor” system and “weak mayor” sys-
tem.  These terms refer to the amount of independent power accorded to the office of mayor by 
the council.  For example, a strong mayor can establish executive policies and independently hire 
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and fire employes and commission members, whereas a weak mayor must share power with the 
electorate, the city common council or other city officers. 

In actual practice, the mayor in a “weak mayor” system can also be very powerful because 
of the influence of the office itself and the fact that the mayor is responsible for enforcing city 
ordinances and state laws and ensuring that city employes perform their duties.  The popular 
image of the mayor is that of an upstanding citizen who is called to office through the efforts of 
friends and neighbors.  Nominally, the office may be part-time, but many incumbents invest their 
energy full-time at the sacrifice of family and leisure.  The public increasingly regards the mayor 
as the city’s spokesperson, coordinator and expediter in overseeing city activities.  The mayor 
is likely to be held responsible if the garbage is not collected, if the local bus drivers go on strike, 
if  new industry is sought, or if street improvements are needed.  The list of things that should or 
should not happen is a long one that can consume a large part of the mayor’s day. 

The experience in Wisconsin cities, according to the League of Wisconsin Municipalities, 
is that many individual mayors, though part-time and lacking formal powers, do work diligently 
to identify problems and seek solutions.  Because of the public’s lingering distrust of authority, 
the mayor often must use popular education, persuasion and leadership, rather than resorting to 
the use of formal power.  The mayor’s effectiveness as a government executive may be hampered, 
however, by the compartmentalization of city government, state limitations and mandates, and 
the independence of council members. 

The city common council is made up of “alderpersons” who are elected at the nonpartisan 
spring elections. The city may decide by charter ordinance to change the length of their terms 
and to stagger the terms by electing half the council at alternate elections.  In most cities, council 
members are elected to represent districts, rather than being elected “at-large” from the city as 
a whole.  Each district is made up of a number of wards whose boundaries are determined by pop-
ulation numbers. Ward boundaries are established after each national census, and the wards must 
be drawn to contain approximately the same number of residents within the minimum and maxi-
mum populations set by state statute. Cities may determine the number of council members they 
will  have by grouping the wards into the appropriate number of districts.  Some cities have as 
many as 32 council members, but the average ranges between 6 and 10.  The council may also 
designate certain seats on the council to be filled by members elected at-large to represent all 
citizens of the city, rather than a specific aldermanic district.  The goal is to be sure that voters 
from all parts of the city have a voice in government. 

The city common council, which is required by state law to meet at least once a month, has 
far more responsibility for the day-to-day affairs of the government than, for example, the state 
legislature, which delegates most state operations to the full time administrators of state agen-
cies. Most of the administrative work is carried out by standing committees of the council, which 
supervise specific city services and activities.  City common councils may create as many or as 
few committees as they wish.  However, committees must coordinate their work and report their 
activity to the council as a whole, if there is to be accountability in city government.  As cities 
grow larger and their activities more complex, coordination and communication between the 
committees and the council become even more essential. 

All city government meetings, whether of the council as a whole, individual committees or 
citizen advisory boards, are subject to the state’s open meeting law.  This law, which the legisla-
ture has applied to all levels of Wisconsin government, requires that all official government 
meetings be announced and be open to the public and that their minutes be filed for public review. 

With the exception of Milwaukee, city common councils operate on a part-time basis.  Coun-
cil members receive nominal compensation.  Even in small cities, council members spend many 
hours each month on city business, reviewing informational materials, attending meetings, and 
responding to citizens’ questions, complaints and demands.  Without these citizens, who are will-
ing to donate their time to serving the community, there would be no democratic local govern-
ment as we know it. 
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In addition to the council and the mayor, cities are served by a number of other officials and 
governing bodies.  Each city is required to have: a clerk, a treasurer, an attorney (full time or part-
time), a health commissioner or board of health, a police and fire commission, a chief of police, 
a chief of the fire department and a weed commissioner.  The city may combine or consolidate 
these positions if it chooses. 

The city must have the following officers (or provide for performance of their assigned du-
ties): a board of public works, an engineer, an assessor, a constable and a street commissioner. 
Under home rule power, a city may decide whether these officers will be elected or appointed 
and whether the appointments will be by the mayor or the council or by the mayor with council 
confirmation.  The trend has been for cities to remove officials from the ballot.  Appointment, 
rather than election, allows the selection of officers with the necessary skills, education and train-
ing to handle the increasingly complex tasks of city government. Many clerks and treasurers now 
are appointed rather than elected and, in some cases, their authority encompasses many adminis-
trative duties. 

The mayor-council form of government was developed in earlier, much simpler times.  Its 
aim was to involve as many citizens as possible in the governing of the city.  New demands have 
challenged city government, but the mayor-council form has proven flexible enough to meet 
those challenges. 

Village Government.  In general, villages are smaller than cities, and village government 
structure reflects this difference.  Instead of a mayor and council, the village has a board of trust-
ees elected at large.  Most villages elect six trustees, but villages with 350 or fewer residents are 
entitled to only three trustees (including the president).  A village may change its number of trust-
ees by ordinance, but such action cannot affect the term of an incumbent.  Trustees are elected 
in the nonpartisan spring elections for two-year terms, with elections staggered between the 
even-numbered and odd-numbered years. 

All  villages, regardless of size, elect a board president to preside at board meetings.  Unlike 
the mayor, the president is a village trustee who can vote on all matters before the board but has 
no veto power.  The president must “maintain peace and good order, see that the ordinances are 
faithfully obeyed . . . and have charge of the village jail” (unless that duty is delegated to a consta-
ble or police officer).  More important is the president’s leadership role in coordinating the inter-
nal work of village government, responding to citizens, and representing the village at state and 
local events. 

The village’s other elected officers include a clerk, a treasurer, an assessor, and a marshal 
or constable.  All of these officers are chosen annually unless the village board provides for ap-
pointment.  The village may also create the post of municipal judge who must be elected in the 
spring election for a term of two to four years. 

The Manager Form of Government. An alternate form of government currently used in 
Wisconsin is the city council-manager or village board-manager plan, which may be adopted by 
charter ordinance or through a petition and referendum election organized by municipal resi-
dents.  Under this type of government, the incorporated municipality elects a small council, usu-
ally on an at-large basis, for 2-year terms.  The council or board, which by statute must “exercise 
all legislative and general ordinance powers”, then employs a manager who is recognized in state 
law as “the chief executive officer of the city [or village] and head of the city [or village] adminis-
tration.”  The manager must be selected on merit, based on professional training and experience 
in municipal management. 

The council-manager plan was first authorized by state law for cities in 1919 and villages 
received similar authority in 1923.  In 1922, Kenosha was the first city to install a manager plan, 
following approval in a 1921 referendum, but it returned to a mayor-council structure in 1958. 
Over the years, acceptance of the approach has been limited. Only ten cities and nine villages 
currently have managers. Most of the cities employing managers are medium-sized third- and 
fourth-class cities.  The villages with managers are all affluent suburban communities near Mil-
waukee. 
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CITIES  AND VILLAGES WITH MANAGERS – 1997 
Cities 1996 Pop. Est. Date Adopted 

ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Villages 1996 Pop. Est Date Adopted
ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Beloit ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

36,087 ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

1929 ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Bayside ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

4,830 ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

1956 

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Eau Claire 
ÁÁÁÁ

59,383 
ÁÁÁÁ

1949 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Brown Deer 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

12,471 
ÁÁÁÁ

1957 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Fond du Lac 
ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

40,389 
ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

1957 
ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Elm Grove 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

6,210 
ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

1956 

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Fort Atkinson 
ÁÁÁÁ

10,783 
ÁÁÁÁ

1931 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Fox Point 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

7,189 
ÁÁÁÁ

1946 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

Janesville 
ÁÁÁÁ

57,928 
ÁÁÁÁ

1923 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Greendale 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

15,239 
ÁÁÁÁ

1939 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Lake Mills 
ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

4,467 
ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

1954 
ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Menomonee Falls 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

28,620 
ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

1970 

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Oshkosh 
ÁÁÁÁ

60,240 
ÁÁÁÁ

1957 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

River Hills 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

1,646 
ÁÁÁÁ

1947 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Platteville 
ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

10,011 
ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

1971 
ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

Shorewood 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

14,083 
ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

1926 

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Two Rivers 
ÁÁÁÁ

13,396 
ÁÁÁÁ

1925 
ÁÁÁÁÁÁ

Whitefish Bay 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

14,158 
ÁÁÁÁ

1938 
ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

Whitewater 
ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

13,264 
ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

1955 
ÁÁ

ÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ

ÁÁÁÁ The manager, who serves at the pleasure of the council, acts as the chief administrative offi -
cer, appointing and removing all nonelected officers, directing operations, and preparing the 
budget. The law specifically states the manager does not have to be a resident of the city or state 
when appointed. This permits the municipality to recruit a professional who is removed from 
the political environment. 

In Wisconsin, there is no mayor or chief executive officer in the manager form of govern-
ment, unlike most other states in which cities with managers also have mayors. A member of the 
council may assume the ceremonial duties of the mayor, but the manager still retains significant 
power to run the city. Not having an elected mayor may be one of the reasons manager govern-
ment has had only limited acceptance in Wisconsin, especially because the manager is most often 
an “outsider”. 

Commission Government. Though the commission form of government is not currently 
used in Wisconsin, it is an option for cities of the second, third or fourth class. It can be adopted 
by enactment of a charter ordinance or through petition and a referendum election. The major 
differences in commission government are that a mayor and two council members are elected 
from the city at-large to serve for 6-year staggered terms in the spring nonpartisan elections. 
These three officials are expected to serve the city on a full-time salaried basis. The law permits 
second and third class cities to modify the commission by increasing the number of council mem-
bers but salaries must be reduced to maximums set by law. Of the 15 cities that adopted commis-
sion government, Eau Claire was the first city to use it in 1910; Fond du Lac was the last to aban-
don it in 1958. 

Municipal  Administrators.  As the need for full time municipal management becomes 
greater, there has been a significant trend toward hiring professional administrators. Wisconsin 
law and home rule provisions allows a city, village or town to hire an administrator to act as chief 
administrative officer of the municipality. According to a Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance study, 
in 1995 administrators were employed in 64 cities, 60 villages and 26 towns. Unlike manager 
plans, which modify legislative and executive functions, the addition of an administrator leaves 
the duties of the elected government officials unchanged. The administrator, like the manager, 
brings an objective, professional perspective to municipal affairs, but elected officials retain 
their power to hire and fire department heads and set overall municipal policy. 

4.  FINANCING COUNTY AND MUNICIP AL GOVERNMENT 

Perhaps the biggest challenge facing local government is determining what services to offer 
and how to fund them. This section focuses on how Wisconsin local governments make these 
decisions within the context of the annual budget – how they raise money and how they spend 
it. 

The Budget Process 

The budget process in which public officials determine their annual revenues and expendi-
tures is basic to all government financing, whether federal, state or local. The responsibility for 
developing the budget document is usually shared with the executive departments and the chief 
executive or administrator, but final approval requires a vote by the representative body autho-
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rized to levy the taxes – the U.S. Congress, the state legislature, or the local council or board. 
At the local level in Wisconsin, the exceptions to this are town boards and common school dis-
tricts where the taxpayers themselves vote directly on the budget in their annual meetings. 

Tracking government taxing and spending can be confusing.  In Wisconsin, the fiscal year 
for local government is a calendar year, but the fiscal year for state government starts on July 
1.  Adding to the confusion, the federal fiscal year begins on October 1. Because funding from 
all three types of governments supports local spending, all these figures must be reconciled.  Tax-
payers, on the other hand, pay their tax bills, e.g., property taxes and income taxes, by calendar 
years, so the impact of the tax levies may be unpredictable. 

The budget process is a blend of prognostication and negotiation.  Municipal officers must 
use the data and staff assistance at their command to forecast income and expenditures well in 
advance of the fiscal year.  If revenues fall short or unexpected spending is projected, they may 
have to approve unpopular budget cuts or tax increases.  Although state statutes detail budget 
elements and timetables, the annual process of county or municipal budgeting may be as much 
art as science. 

Once the budget requests are prepared, they are submitted to the legislative body for review 
and approval.  Many governments use a finance or budget committee to carefully preview all 
requests.  Department representatives may be asked to testify before the committee to provide 
additional details and respond to questions.  When the committee has debated the requests and 
developed a general budget proposal, the public is given a chance to review the budget.  After 
a public hearing, the budget is submitted to the legislative body for adoption. 

Sources of Local Government Revenue 

In the United States, local governments depend on a variety of federal, state and local sources 
of revenue. Revenue that is raised at one level of government often is spent at another.  The feder-
al government can raise large amounts of money from individual and corporate income taxes le-
vied across the nation and then allocate funds to state and local governments for specific aid pro-
grams, such as health or welfare. 

1995 WISCONSIN LOCAL GOVERNMENT REVENUE SOURCES 
Towns Villages Cities Counties 

Amount Amount Amount Amount 
(in 000s) Percent (in 000s) Percent (in 000s) Percent (in 000s) Percent 

Taxes and Assessments . . . . . . 
Intergovernmental Revenues . . 
Licenses and Permits . . . . . . . . 
Fines and Forfeitures . . . . . . . . 
Public Charges for Services . . . 
Intergovernmental Charges . . . 
Long-Term Debt . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Interest Income . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Utility Revenues . . . . . . . . . . . 
Other . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

$177,915 
203,219 

8,947 
2,855 

35,729 
3,955 

34,985 
15,497 
4,089 

14,240 

35.5% 
40.5 
1.8 
0.6 
7.1 
0.8 
7.0 
3.1 
0.8 
2.8 

$196,134 
126,729 

9,508 
6,503 

94,578 
9,521 

103,665 
27,101 
61,429 
31,184 

29.4% 
19.0 
1.4 
1.0 

14.2 
1.4 

15.6 
4.1 
9.2 
4.7 

$1,016,028 
1,036,578 

38,455 
39,013 

493,750 
62,216 

269,344 
147,219 
494,526 
128,874 

27.3% 
27.8 
1.0 
1.0 

13.3 
1.7 
7.2 
4.0 

13.3 
3.5 

$1,090,389 25.1% 
1,393,971 32.1 

9,841 0.2 
25,139 0.6 

935,910 21.5 
234,655 5.4 
181,746 4.2 
86,289 2.0 

915 <0.1 
386,776 8.9 

TOTAL . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $501,432 100.0% $666,352 100.0% $3,726,004 100.0% $4,345,629 100.0% 

Source: Wisconsin Legislative Fiscal Bureau, Municipal and County Finance, Informational Paper No. 16, January 1997. 

Federal aids supplied as much as 10% of local revenues in Wisconsin in the 1970s, but they 
have since declined to less than 3% with the demise of federal revenue sharing and cutbacks in 
federal programs. Many municipalities have had to respond to increasing costs and decreasing 
aids by increasing their own taxes and charges. 

The state budget may appropriate state aids in the form of general shared revenue, which lo-
cal units can spend as they choose, or as aid for specific purposes, such as transportation, forestry, 
and recycling.  The state shares it revenues for a variety of reasons. In some cases, the services 
the local government provides benefit a broader region, for instance city streets that are used by 
commuters and outsiders.  The state may try to equalize local revenues so all its citizens have 
access to essential services.  Finally, state legislators may be convinced that tax burdens should 
be shifted from the local property levy to state income and sales taxes. 
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In addition to the aids they receive from federal and state government, local governments 
must raise revenues from various local sources: the general property tax; optional taxes, includ-
ing the room tax and the county sales and use tax; fees and licenses; fines and forfeitures; and 
service or user fees.  Other sources of income may include investments, rents, sales and payment 
received from other governments for services rendered. 

Counties and municipalities may also raise funds by borrowing, but there are constitutional 
and statutory limits to their amount of debt.  Borrowing is most often used to finance construc-
tion, such as streets, water mains, parking ramps, city buildings and other projects that are too 
large to finance on a pay-as-you-go basis.  In the long term, borrowed money must be repaid with 
interest, and creditors assume the local government will use its taxing powers, if necessary, to 
meet its obligations. 

Local Revenue and the Property Tax 

No legislative session in Wisconsin is complete without a debate over property tax relief, and 
the property taxpayer’s burden is regularly discussed in the meetings of town boards, village 
boards, city councils and county boards.  Many changes in state fiscal policy are rooted in “doing 
something” about the property tax.  Recent limitations placed on school district revenues, the 
state’s assumption of two-thirds of public schools costs, and the tax rate limit on the county levy 
for general operations are all engineered for property tax relief.  The success and fairness of such 
measures continue to be debated. 

The property tax has its strengths.  It has a direct relationship to many public services, such 
as police and fire protection, trash collection and street maintenance.  It is a tax on something 
that can be easily identified, as distinguished from cash or portable wealth that can be hidden in 
a bank box.  It is a dependable producer of revenue, and it lends itself to incremental changes 
and periodic adjustment.  Finally, it is levied locally by locally elected officials, who may be more 
responsive to taxpayer demands. 

On the other hand, property taxes are not necessarily based on ability to pay.  Persons depen-
dent on lower incomes often pay a higher percentage of their household budgets toward property 
taxes than do their wealthier neighbors, and those on fixed incomes, such as the elderly, have 
difficulty keeping up with tax increases on their homes.  Different kinds of property vary in their 
capacity to generate revenue and they can create different demands for public services, e.g., agri-
cultural land vs. commercial property.  In addition, taxable property is not distributed equally 
across political boundaries.  School districts vary so much from one part of the state to another 
that the state must weight its school aids formula to assist property-poor districts that have less 
value to tax in order to provide required services. 

Administration of the Property Tax 

Application of the property tax can be divided into three phases: assessment, apportionment 
and collection. Although much of property tax administration falls on local government, state 
government also plays an important role in the assessment and apportionment processes. 

Assessment. The assessor for each town, village or city must determine the value of property 
located within the taxation district (municipality), except for manufacturing property that is as-
sessed by the state Department of Revenue (DOR).  The major assessment categories are “real 
property” (which consists of the value of the land, attached buildings and fixtures, and the rights 
and privileges associated with owning property) and “personal property” (which includes items 
not attached to the land, such as furniture, equipment and machinery). 

As part of the assessment of real property, the assessor has to classify each parcel according 
to its use. Real estate is divided into seven categories: residential, commercial, manufacturing, 
agricultural, swamp or waste, forest and other.  Although limited by certain constitutional provi-
sions, the legislature has treated these classifications differently over the years.  For example, 
1995 Wisconsin Act 27 provided for “use value” assessment of agricultural land throughout the 
state. Between 1996 and 2008, assessors will move toward assessing these properties according 
to the income they would generate if rented for agricultural use, rather than their value for other 
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purposes, such as commercial or residential uses.  Legislative debate over this law emphasized 
helping farmers on the fringe of urban areas who want to continue in agriculture but are hard 
pressed by rising property values due to nearby land development. 

Real and personal property is assessed as of January 1 of each year, according to its fair mar-
ket value, that is, the amount it would bring in a sale on the open market.  That value stands for 
the entire year, regardless of actual increases or decreases in the property’s worth.  A house that 
is half built on January 1 but completed later in the year or a retail property that is destroyed by 
fire in February both continue to be listed at their January 1 assessment. 

Assessors may determine a property’s value through a variety of methods.  One is to analyze 
a property’s value by using the sale prices of properties that are similar in size, age, location and 
related factors. A second is to estimate the value of the land plus the replacement cost for any 
attached structures. A third is to estimate the income that can be generated by a property, for ex-
ample, rent minus expenses. The sales method is the preferred approach. 

Local assessors may be elected or appointed, and they can serve more than one municipality 
on a part-time basis.  In larger municipalities, assessors tend to be appointed government em-
ployes, but much of the assessing in smaller units is done by commercial firms hired for that pur-
pose.  Since 1971, state law has permitted a county assessor system, in which county-appointed 
assessors value the property in all towns, villages and cities in the county, but no county currently 
uses the system.  (Kenosha County, the only county to adopt a county assessor plan, discontinued 
it prior to 1995.) 

Since January 1, 1974, the DOR has handled the assessment of all manufacturing property 
in the state.  The legislature assigned it this duty because of the need for statewide uniformity 
and due to the skills needed to determine the value of specialized equipment and facilities.  Mu-
nicipalities and manufacturers that disagree with the department’s assessment may appeal to the 
State Board of Assessors, then to the Tax Appeals Commission  and finally to the courts. 

Local assessors are expected to assess all property within the taxation district at fair market 
value.  In actual practice the local assessment may vary considerably from the full value deter-
mined by the state.  (In 1995 the assessments across the state ranged from 57.01% to 120.85% 
of market value.)  Over the years, however, the practice has been to move toward 100% assess-
ments.  This has occurred in part because the state has promoted certification and better training 
for assessors and has taken on itself the responsibility of determining equalized values of certain 
types of property. 

In addition to assessing manufacturing property, the DOR certifies local assessors and pro-
vides detailed assessment manuals and training for them, but its major role is to determine the 
equalized (full market) value of all property in the state.  The need for setting equalized value 
arises where the governmental unit that levies a tax on the property crosses municipal district 
lines, as is the case for schools, technical colleges, counties and special districts.  For example, 
if  a school district contains a city and several surrounding towns and villages, all property that 
will  be taxed to pay the school levy must be assessed at full value to ensure that apportionment 
of the levy is fair. 

State law requires every municipality to assess property at full value at least once every five 
years, and the ratio of assessed value to equalized full value for every major property classifica-
tion, except agriculture, must be within 10% of full value at least once every four years.  Failure 
to meet this requirement by the fifth year means the municipality’s assessment staff must partici-
pate in a training program sponsored by the DOR.  If the municipality does not meet the require-
ments over a period of six years, the department will supervise the succeeding year’s assessment. 

Property owners are notified each year when their property’s value is reassessed, if the 
change exceeds a statutory minimum.  An individual owner who is dissatisfied about a reassess-
ment may appeal it to a local board of review. Those dissatisfied with the board of review’s deci-
sion may request a review by the city common council or village or town board or may file a com-
plaint with the DOR.  Any of these decisions may be appealed to circuit court. 
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Apportionment. In the fall of each year, after reviewing its budgeted expenditures and the 
amounts it can expect to receive from other revenue sources, each city, village or town must de-
termine the dollars it will need to raise through a tax levy.  The municipal government bills and 
collects the property tax for its own purposes, and it also acts as tax collector for the state, county, 
school district, technical college district and any special purpose districts that have levied taxes 
on property within its boundaries.  The overarching taxing jurisdictions apportion their levies 
to the municipality, according to the municipality’s share of equalized value. Thus, if a city has 
50% of the equalized value of property in a school district, it must collect 50% of the school dis-
trict’s levy.  The municipality cannot alter the levies it receives from the other districts. When 
taxpayers receive their tax notices, they may not understand that the city, village or town, which 
sends the bill, has no control over the other taxing districts and their levies.  It does no good to 
complain to city hall about county or school taxes. 

Over the years, the legislature has enacted various tax credits to reduce the property tax bur-
den.  Unlike state aids, which the taxing unit categorizes as income during the budget process, 
tax credits are applied to the tax bills as an offset to the total tax levy.  The remainder is the net 
property tax for which the property owner is obligated. The DOR must provide municipalities 
the information necessary to calculate tax credits by December 1 of each year, and the state sends 
the credit dollars directly to the taxing unit. 

To summarize the preparation of a property tax bill, municipal officials calculate the gross 
taxes on each parcel of property by multiplying the parcel’s assessed value by the applicable tax 
rates – municipal, county, school, etc.  The state tax credits are then subtracted from the gross 
tax total to arrive at the individual owner’s net tax. 

Collection. Municipal officials normally mail the individual property tax bills in December. 
According to state law, the property owner has a choice of paying the real property taxes in full 
by January 31 or in two equal installments, one on or before January 31 and the second on or 
before July 31.  (Any special assessments, personal property taxes, special charges and special 
taxes that appear on the bill must be paid in full by January 31.)  All taxes and assessments due 
by January 31 are paid to the municipal treasurer. Any payments made after January 31 are paid 
to the county treasurer, although counties and municipalities may enter into agreements that al-
low the county to collect all taxes.  Once the taxes are collected, they are distributed to the ap-
propriate taxing unit. 

State law permits municipal governments to adopt ordinances allowing for the payment of 
the municipal portion of property taxes and special assessments in three or more installments. 
For instance, taxpayers in the City of Milwaukee may pay real and personal property taxes and 
special assessments in 10 installments.  However, if an installment is not paid by the due date, 
the entire amount of unpaid taxes becomes due immediately. 

Municipalities and counties may impose monthly penalty charges on taxes, special assess-
ments or special charges that are delinquent.  The penalties are calculated as a monthly percent-
age based on the delinquent amount.  If taxes remain unpaid for two or more years, the county 
may require that the property be sold to pay them. 

Within the separate taxing jurisdictions, the proportion of total property taxes levied on par-
ticular types of property also has shown considerable change, in part because of taxation changes 
enacted by the legislature.  In 1970 residential owners paid half (50.6%) of municipal levies, but 
that portion rose to almost two-thirds (64%) in 1995. Commercial real estate tax increased from 
16.3% to 19.4% in the same period. Agricultural real estate taxes declined from 10.4% to 6.7%, 
and manufacturing real estate taxes fell from 17.7% to 5.2%.  Personal property tax dropped from 
9.8% to 5.0%. The accompanying table shows the changes in net taxes on real and personal prop-
erty in the same period. 
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NET PROPERTY TAXES 1970 – 1995

By Property Type (in millions)


Residential Commercial* Manufacturing* Agricultural Other 
Year Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent 
Levied Amount of Total Amount of Total Amount of Total Amount of Total Amount of Total 

1970 . . . . . $526.1 50.6% $202.0 19.4% 
1975 . . . . . 699.3 55.4 279.4 22.1 
1980 . . . . . 1,124.1 59.1 361.2 19.0 
1985 . . . . . 1,617.5 58.9 573.8 20.9 
1990 . . . . . 2,458.9 60.4 971.3 23.9 
1995 . . . . . 3,369.9 64.0 1,206.0 22.9 

$184.1 17.7% $108.6 10.4% $18.6 1.8% 
119.3 9.4 148.1 11.7 16.8 1.3 
128.0 6.7 257.5 13.5 30.3 1.6 
173.4 6.3 335.5 12.2 44.2 1.6 
239.2 5.9 342.6 8.4 56.9 1.4 
275.1 5.2 352.8 6.7 63.3 1.2 

*Includes real estate and personal property.

Note: Some totals may not add to total due to rounding.

Source: Wisconsin Legislative Fiscal Bureau, Property Tax Level in Wisconsin, Informational Paper No. 13, January 1997.


There are several reasons for these shifts.  In 1974, the legislature exempted manufacturers’ 
machinery and equipment (M&E) from the property tax, and in 1977 it acted to phase out taxes 
on farmers’ livestock and commercial and manufacturing inventories (known as “Line A” prop-
erty) by 1981.  Finally, there have been shifts in the types of existing property.  The vast majority 
of new construction, especially since the early 1980s, has been for residential and commercial 
uses.  Manufacturing property has grown at a much slower pace, and some of it has been demol-
ished or converted to other uses.  Likewise, farmland often has been converted to residential or 
commercial use as the number of farms declined from about 110,000 in 1970 to 79,000 in 1996. 

In recent decades, school tax levies have been the driving force for property tax increases 
in Wisconsin.  It was in 1963 that school taxes first accounted for more than half (50.8%) of prop-
erty taxes levied statewide.  Over the last 20 years, financing public education has been a major 
issue, and every session of the legislature in that period has witnessed the introduction of consti-
tutional amendments to phase out the use of the property tax to support schools.  There were pro-
posals to raise the sales tax by one cent and dedicate those revenues entirely to property tax relief. 
Proposals from the governor and the legislature and laws enacted in the 1993 and 1995 sessions 
led to revenue caps on school districts, a decisive change in collective bargaining laws for 
schools, and a commitment to have the state assume two-thirds of school costs. 

Property Tax Reform and Relief 

One means of reducing the property tax burden is for the state to provide tax credits to the 
taxing unit itself which enables it to reduce the gross levy on the property.  However, it should 
be understood that, without reductions in other state spending, paying tax credits out of the state’s 
general fund puts more burden on the income tax and the sales tax, which also must be paid by 
the individual taxpayer. 

The state has tried to grapple with property taxes by controlling or reducing the spending 
that drives the tax levy or by placing limits on the size of the levy itself.  In 1973, the legislature 
imposed controls on municipal tax levies by limiting their increases to the annual rate of state-
wide growth in equalized values.  The outcome of these controls illustrates the problems policy-
makers encounter with them.  The steep inflationary growth in equalized values in the late 1970s 
did a lot to defeat the purpose of the controls, as did various exceptions which the law provided. 
Meanwhile, the simultaneous influx of federal and state moneys meant many municipalities got 
the additional revenue they needed without going to the referendum process for voter approval 
of spending increases.  Many local leaders viewed levy controls as an infringement on home rule. 
They argued that it was unfair to mandate restraints on local spending but not place limits on state 
spending. The limitations were removed by the end of the decade. 

In recent times, the state has attempted to limit local government expenditures through in-
centives and various statutory limitations on revenues, expenditures or tax rates.  Beginning with 
the 1993 levy, the state limited the county tax rate for the general operations portion of its budget 
to no more than the 1992 rate.  Although it did not limit taxes levied to service existing county 
debt, it did curtail the counties’ ability to contract further debt.  Municipalities are not currently 
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subject to mandatory fiscal controls, but the state’s shared revenue formula and its expenditure 
restraint program operate to give municipalities incentives to limit budget growth. 

Local Tax Options 

In Wisconsin, the state legislature plays a predominant role in local finance, both in what it 
contributes to local governments and in the legal controls it places on local government finance 
administration. For all practical purposes, municipalities and counties may not levy a tax without 
legislative consent.  Besides the property tax, there currently are only three local tax options in 
Wisconsin: the county sales and use tax, the room tax and the wheel tax. 

County Sales and Use Tax.  Counties were first allowed to enact a sales tax in 1969, but be-
cause all proceeds had to be distributed to their underlying municipalities, none of them did so. 
In 1985, the law was changed to allow the counties to adopt a 0.5% sales and use tax imposed 
on the same goods and services as the state sales tax.  The county gets to keep 98% of the tax 
collections with the remainder going to state government and retailers to cover administrative 
costs. It may share its tax revenues with its municipalities and schools if it chooses, but no county 
has done so.  State law requires that the county sales and use tax must be used to directly reduce 
the property tax levy but there is no mechanism to monitor application of the sales tax. In the 
five years, 1991 to 1995, county sales tax revenues grew from $70.8 million in 40 counties to 
$144.6 million in 48 counties.  As of January 1997, the sales tax was applied in 49 of the 72 coun-
ties. 

Room Tax.  In 1967, the legislature authorized a municipal tax on hotel and motel rooms 
and short-term lodging.  The tax currently applies to sleeping accommodations but not food or 
other services.  It is imposed in addition to the state and county sales tax. In 1994, the legislature 
put an 8% ceiling on the room tax and stipulated that 70% of the proceeds must be used to pro-
mote local tourism, although the law contained some exceptions for municipalities that already 
had the tax.  In the period 1984 through 1995, the number of municipalities collecting a room 
tax has grown from 54 to 138 and the total tax collections from $8.3 million to $27.9 million. 

Wheel Tax.  The 1967 Legislature permitted a municipality to impose an annual registration 
fee, called a “wheel tax”, on automobiles and station wagons kept within its jurisdiction.  Coun-
ties were given the same option in 1979. The fee was limited to 50% of the state registration fee 
and was to be collected by the local government unit.  Since 1983, municipalities and counties 
had been allowed to impose a flat annual registration fee on automobile and trucks of not more 
than 8,000 pounds (with certain exceptions created by the state).  The fee can be any amount, 
and it is collected by the state Department of Transportation.  Two cities, Beloit and Sheboygan, 
each currently levy a $10 tax, and they collected $240,857 and $328,165, respectively, in 1995. 
The cities of Kenosha and Amery and Marathon County levied the wheel tax for short periods 
of time but have since dropped it.  The Legislative Fiscal Bureau has estimated a $10-per-vehicle 
wheel tax applied statewide would have raised approximately $29.8 million in 1996. 

Shared Revenues and State Aids 

Shared revenue is a type of state grant to local governments which may be spent at the discre-
tion of the municipality or county within the limits of its authority.  State aid, on the other hand, 
is based on some need defined by state statute and must be spent for the purpose specified. 

A limited form of state revenue sharing began in 1905 when revenues from state utility taxa-
tion were used to replace local revenues lost when utility property was taken off the property tax 
roles. General shared revenue originated in the 1911 Legislature with the enactment of the state 
income tax.  Until that time, the state collected its revenue primarily by taxing railroads, life in-
surance companies, and inheritances and through state property taxes, which were collected lo-
cally and forwarded to Madison.  The state kept 10% of the income tax and returned 20% to the 
counties and 70% to the municipalities in which the revenue originated. Over the next 60 years, 
the percentage of the income tax returned to municipalities and counties underwent several 
changes. In 1979, the state shifted to a needs formula for revenue sharing. 
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The Current Shared Revenue Program.  Today the state shared revenue program has two 
separate distributions and funding levels – one for municipalities and one for counties.  Shared 
revenue distribution is calculated under a formula that consists of a number components: 

1) Aidable Revenues Component – Aidable revenues are designed to offset variations in tax-
able property wealth. Payments are calculated according to per capita property wealth and net 
local revenue effort (the amount of specified revenues the district raises to meet its expenses). 
The lower a local government’s per capita property wealth and the higher its revenue effort, the 
greater is its aidable revenues payment. 

2) Per Capita Component for Municipalities Only – The per capita component is a straight 
per capita payment without adjustment for property wealth, expenditure needs, tax rates or any 
other factor. 

3) Public Utility Component – The annual payment to localities to replace revenues lost be-
cause the state exempts utilities from the local property tax and to offset municipal costs of pro-
viding services to public utilities located within their boundaries. 

4) Minimum Guarantee/Maximum Growth Component – The minimum guarantee and max-
imum growth components serve to prevent large decreases or increases in shared revenues in a 
short period of time.  In 1995, the minimum guarantee ensured that a local government would 
receive shared revenue equal to at least 95% of the prior year’s payment.  The maximum growth 
limit  is a floating limit determined annually.  For 1995 it was 104.9% for municipalities and 
102.1% for counties, based on the 1994 entitlement levels. 

As the accompanying tables illustrate, intergovernmental revenue constitutes the largest 
source of revenue in municipal and county budgets, with the exception of villages where it ranks 
second, and shared revenues make up 40% to 60% of municipal intergovernmental revenues. 
In 1995, state aid to local governments totaled almost $2.5 billion statewide, and shared revenues 
of $950 million accounted for 38% of that total. 

1995 INTERGOVERNMENTAL REVENUES 
TO MUNICIPALITIES AND COUNTIES 

Towns Villages Cities Counties 
Amount Amount Amount Amount 
(in 000s) Percent (in 000s) Percent (in 000s) Percent (in 000s) Percent 

Direct Federal Aid 
State Aid* 

Shared Revenue 
Expenditure Restraint 
Small Municipalities Shared 
General Government 
Public Safety 
Health and Human Services 
Transportation 
Sanitation 
Culture and Recreation 
Community Development 
Forestry and Conservation 
Municipal Services 
Other 

Local Aid 

$469.5 
196,095.0 
81,309.0 

213.5 
9,397.2 

––– 
2,672.1 

––– 
87,925.5 
4,860.2 

––– 
3,470.9 
4,177.0 

240.4 
1,829.3 
6,654.3 

0.2% 
96.5 
40.0 
0.1 
4.6 
––– 
1,3 
––– 
43.3 
2.4 
––– 
1.7 
2.1 
0.1 
0.9 
3.3 

$669.5 
122,039.0 
75,733.7 
3,529.8 
4,159.9 

––– 
1,575.7 
1,239.5 

24,336.2 
3,180.5 

261.5 
4,132.1 

32.5 
157.1 

3,700.4 
4,030.5 

0.5% 
96.3 
59.8 
2.8 
3.3 
––– 
1.2 
1.0 

19.2 
2.5 
0.2 
3.3 

<0.1 
0.1 
2.9 
3.2 

$125,401.8 
892,834.4 
604,256.9 
44,256.8 

442.9 
171.2 

9,668.9 
8,396.1 

134,747.4 
17,770.6 
2,705.1 

12,622.3 
27.6 

16,375.8 
41,392.9 
18,341.9 

12.1% $99,052.8 7.1% 
86.1 1,287,866.7 92.4 
58.3 189,140.1 13.6 
4.3 ––– ––– 

<0.1 ––– ––– 
<0.1 20,369.7 1.5 

0.9 10,456.8 0.8 
0.8 870,305.3 62.4 

13.0 84,897.1 6.1 
1.7 8,369.6 0.6 
0.3 22,619.2 1.6 
1.2 9,629.0 0.7 

<0.1 23,861.4 1.7 
1.6 ––– ––– 
4.0 48,228.4 3.5 
1.8 7,051.2 0.5 

TOTAL TRANSFERS $203,218.8 100.0% $126.729.0 100.0% $1,036,578.1 100.0% $1,393,970.8 100.0% 

*Includes federal aids paid through the state. 

Source: Wisconsin Legislative Fiscal Bureau, Municipal and County Finance, Informational Paper No. 16, January 1997. 

Other General Aid Programs.  There are two other programs that provide general aid to 
municipalities which meet certain criteria – the expenditure restraint payments program and 
small municipalities shared revenue program.  Both are considered general aid because the mu-
nicipalities may spend the dollars on whatever activity they choose. 

To be eligible for the expenditure restraint program (formerly the tax rate disparity program), 
a municipality must have a full value property tax rate greater than 5 mills ($5 per $1,000 of prop-
erty value).  In addition, the municipality must restrict the rate of its annual budget growth to a 
percentage determined by statutory formula. The formula takes into account the inflation rate, 
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as measured by the Consumer Price Index, and the percentage change in a municipality’s equal-
ized value due to new construction, with an adjustment for property removed or demolished. 
Each eligible municipality receives a payment based on its share of excess levies for all eligible 
municipalities.  In 1997, a total of 315 cities, villages and towns shared $48 million in payments. 

The small municipalities shared revenue program was created in the 1991 budget act but was 
not funded until 1994.  It is targeted at municipalities that have a population of 5,000 or less, ac-
cording to the most recent Department of Administration population estimate.  To be eligible, 
the municipality must have a local purpose tax rate of at least one mill and a total full value of 
$40 million or less, except for municipalities with a land area exceeding 54 square miles. The 
funding for this program is allocated to municipalities on a per capita basis with a minimum guar-
antee and a $10 million statewide maximum built into the formula.  If the the entitlements exceed 
the available funding, payments must be prorated.  In 1997, there were 1,051 small municipalities 
eligible to share state funding of $10 million, so payments were prorated at 77% of entitlement 
levels. 

State Aids for Programs. Local governments receive financial assistance from the state to 
administer a broad range of programs, including health and family services, transportation, re-
cycling and community development.  The proportion of aid relates to the responsibilities as-
signed the unit of government.  For example, towns receive most of their state categorical aid 
for road construction and maintenance.  Counties get a high level of support for the health and 
welfare services the state requires them to perform. 

Mandates have long been a bone of contention between the different levels of government 
– local, state and federal. Officials who must administer programs and laws that have been en-
acted at higher levels often complain that they are expected to do their job with inadequate fund-
ing.  In 1995, both the federal government and the state took action on these complaints.  The 
federal government acted to curtail future enactment of unfunded state and local mandates and 
to review financing of existing ones.  Wisconsin adopted the County Mandate Relief entitlement 
program, which currently provides $20.2 million annually to make payments to each county pro-
portionate to its share of the statewide population.  Critics claim this is only nominal relief. 

Local Government Expenditures 

Local government expenditures reflect both local and state priorities.  Counties spend 
approximately half of their budgets on health and social service programs and have done so for 
many years.  This large category includes programs for mental health, income support and wel-
fare, public health, assistance for the handicapped, and prevention of child and spousal abuse. 
Transportation (14.4%) and public safety (10.5%) come in a distant second and third in the 
county budgets. 

For cities, expenditures for public safety rank highest, followed by transportation, long-term 
debt service, public utilities and sanitation. Villages follow a pattern roughly similar to cities. 
Among towns, transportation accounts for 46% of expenditures and public safety ranks second. 

1995 WISCONSIN LOCAL GOVERNMENT EXPENDITURES 
Towns 

Amount 
Villages 

Amount 
Cities 

Amount 
Counties 

Amount 
(in 000s) Percent (in 000s) Percent (in 000s) Percent (in 000s) Percent 

General Administration . . . . . . . $72,082 15.0% $54,815 8.6% $255,455 6.8% $401,194 9.2% 
Public Safety . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Health and Social Services . . . . . 

79,588 
1,779 

16.6 
0.4 

118,940 
2,286 

18.6 
0.4 

858,808 
81,089 

22.7 
2.1 

456,200 
2,050,773 

10.5 
47.2 

Transportation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Sanitation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

221,841 
41,428 

46.2 
8.6 

110,024 
116,672 

17.2 
18.3 

591,481 
429,407 

15.6 
11.4 

625,389 
63,813 

14.4 
1.5 

Recreation and Education . . . . . 11,573 2.4 39,709 6.2 260,939 6.9 241,411 5.6 
Conservation and Development . 
Principal and Interest . . . . . . . . . 
Electric, Gas and Water Utilities 

8,474 
34,487 
4,688 

1.8 
7.2 
1.0 

25,174 
97,523 
66,839 

3.9 
15.3 
10.5 

244,388 
463,247 
468,089 

6.5 
12.2 
12.4 

91,203 
179,656 

1,152 

2.1 
4.1 

<0.1 
Other . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4,467 0.9 6,499 1.0 129,805 3.4 236,661 5.4 

TOTAL . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $480,406 100.0% $638,483 100.0% $3,782,708 100.0% $4,347,452 100.0% 

Source: Wisconsin Legislative Fiscal Bureau, Municipal and County Finance, Informational Paper No. 16, January 1997. 
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These spending patterns are strongly correlated with state aid policies.  For counties, nearly 
68% of all state aid (including shared revenue) is devoted to health and human services.  In the 
case of cities, villages and towns, transportation aid ranks highest among state categorical aids 
received.  Towns draw almost 44% of their state aids for transportation.  Cities and villages re-
ceive over 60% of their state aid through shared revenue payments that can be used as the local 
governments decide. 

Auditing  Local Spending.  While local governments often have their own methods for con-
trolling and auditing expenditures, they are also subject to state supervision.  The state requires 
each unit of local government to submit an annual financial report to the Department of Revenue 
for accounting and statistical purposes. State agencies that administer state aid programs may 
audit local units to ensure the money was spent properly.  Where federal funds are involved, fed-
eral agencies may also conduct financial reviews and audits.  Occasionally the legislature may 
decide to audit local performance in administering specific programs supported by state funds. 
If  requested by the Joint Legislative Audit Committee, the Legislative Audit Bureau can audit 
any county, city, village, town or school district. 

Employment in Local Government 

Personnel costs are the most expensive component of any local government’s budget.  In 
some units, they account for 80 to 90% of annual spending.  This is to be expected, because gov-
ernment performs many services that are, by nature, labor intensive.  Salary levels for govern-
ment employes reflect the fact that many jobs in local government require specialized training 
and education.  Police officers, firefighters, water and wastewater treatment operators and social 
workers, for example, all are required to have special licenses, certificates, or training.  In addi-
tion to direct salaries and wages, local governments are required to cover a variety of associated 
costs, including social security, retirement benefits, health insurance, life insurance and profes-
sional training. 

Wisconsin’s local governments reported 200,179 full-time equivalent employes in 1994. 
School employes, including administrators and support staff, made up 52.6% of all local govern-
ment employment in the state, with teachers alone accounting for 40% of the total. 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT EMPLOYMENT IN WISCONSIN 
October 1994 

Total Payroll Full-Time Equivalent Employes U.S. Average FTE 
Government Function (in thousands) Number Per 10,000 Pop. Per 10,000 Pop. 
Administration . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $10,594 4,130 8.5 7.2 
Judicial/Legal . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7,970 3,241 6.4 7.7 
Police . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 36,988 13,154 25.9 25.4 
Fire Protection . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13,733 4,563 8.9 10.4 
Corrections . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5,823 2,304 4.5 7.7 
Streets/Highways . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20,883 8,824 17.4 11.2 
Public Welfare . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27,912 12,682 24.9 10.2 
Health . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10,474 4,306 8.5 7.8 
Hospitals . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6,109 5,705 11.2 21.3 
Solid Waste Management . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4,133 1,843 3.6 4.2 
Sewerage . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7,071 2,501 4.9 4.6 
Parks and Recreation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7,220 3,885 7.6 7.8 
Housing and Community Development . . . 3,154 1,431 2.8 4.0 
Natural Resources . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,165 1,161 2.3 1.4 
Water . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5,028 1,997 3.9 5.8 
Transit . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7,373 2,389 4.7 6.6 
Libraries . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4,756 2,496 4.9 3.9 
Public Schools – Instruction . . . . . . . . . . . 245,420 80,507 158.4 141.6 
Public Schools – Administration/Support . 50,515 24,841 48.9 61.4 
All Other . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13,811 5,802 11.4 10.4 

TOTAL . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $528,605 200,179 393.8 383.1 

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Public Employment Data: 1994, 1997. 

The number of persons employed by Wisconsin’s local units of government has increased 
21% in the past decade, while state employment has grown 27%.  This growth reflects changes 
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in population size and composition, as well as changing patterns in delivery of government ser-
vices. In recent years, the federal government has emphasized greater state and local control of 
the programs it supports.  A major example was the 1996 creation of block grants to the states 
to replace the federal Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) welfare program.  In 
addition, state government has passed laws, particularly in the areas of environmental protection, 
that require local action. The new and redesigned programs may necessitate additional employes 
at the local government level. 

As the largest single budget item, personnel costs always receive scrutiny.  In recent years 
officials have turned their attention to improving the quality and quantity of the output of the 
current workforce, rather than budgeting for new positions.  Several management techniques are 
being considered to improve productivity.  One has been to implement pay-for-performance sys-
tems, i.e., employes are paid based on their performance or the merit of their work.  This can be 
difficult  if the outcomes depend on the efforts of many employes or when its easy to measure 
quantity but hard to determine the quality of the work. 

Another approach is “gainsharing”, in which savings realized are distributed among all em-
ployes. In private industry, this may take the form of bonuses.  In government, the savings may 
be distributed to individual employes or used to fund special programs, projects or equipment 
for the benefit of all employes in the department. 

A third approach focuses not on outcomes but on inputs.  In total quality management 
(TQM), employes work together to find ways to build productivity and better serve residents and 
clients without budgetary increases.  TQM emphasizes customer service through such tools as 
customer response surveys to provide feedback, one-stop offices that save a client’s time and 
money, and better use of technology.  Libraries and registers of deeds have improved the quality 
and quantity of their services through technology.  Library patrons in many communities can use 
electronic access to find out what books are available on a particular subject, whether the materi-
als are checked out, or how to request and renew books.  Registers of deeds are entering real estate 
documents into on-line indexes and improving public access to land records through computers. 

LOCAL  GOVERNMENT EMPLOYMENT IN WISCONSIN, 1950 – 1994 

Full–time Local Employes Local Government Payroll 
Year Number Percent Increase Amount (in thousands) Percent Increase 
1950 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91,152 ––– $17,475 ––– 
1955 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 96,490 5.9% 25,491 45.9% 
1960 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 89,874 –6.9 37,060 45.4 
1965 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 115,221 28.2 56,891 53.5 
1970 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 136,735 18.7 94,178 65.5 
1975 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 160,985 17.7 148,461 57.6 
1980 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 166,382 3.4 232,371 56.5 
1985 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 150,204 –9.7 310,117 33.5 
1990 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 183,318 22.1 409,907 32.2 
1991 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 186,720 1.9 434,037 5.9 
1992 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 188,921 1.2 463,507 6.8 
1993 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 189,886 0.5 480,703 3.7 
1994 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200,179 5.4 528,605 10.0 

*Estimate by the Wisconsin Department of Administration, Demographic Services Center. 
Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Public Employment: 1992, September 1994, and previous edi-

tions; and Public Employment Data: 1994, and previous editions. 

The Changing Civil Service.  Most public employes in Wisconsin are hired, promoted and 
disciplined under the civil service.  This system was developed to protect government agencies 
from political pressure and to assure that the most qualified person was hired for the job.  Civil 
service demands that the requirements for a job be specified, that there be open recruitment, that 
the selection process follow specific guidelines, and that the employment contract contain cer-
tain provisions.  Over the years, the system has had it critics, who point out that the requirements 
and regulations limit government when it tries to hire quickly, respond to changing needs or ter-
minate employes who fail to meet job standards.  In some parts of the United States there have 
been efforts to do away with civil service altogether, replacing it instead with systems which 
again are open to political influence and patronage.  In Wisconsin, which was one of the early 
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states to adopt civil service, both state and local government have tried to improve the system, 
thereby keeping it flexible and responsive, rather than replacing it. 

Unions and Local Government Employment. Employe unions have long been a feature 
of private sector employment.  Federal and state laws have authorized private employes to band 
together to negotiate wages, hours and working conditions.  Similar authorization for govern-
ment employes developed much later. 

Wisconsin has a longer history of unionization in state employment than other states.  The 
Wisconsin State Employees Association was organized in 1932 and four years later evolved into 
what ultimately became the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees 
(AFSCME), which today is one of the largest unions in the country.  It is not surprising that public 
service unions appeared early in Wisconsin because the state had a long history of strong unions 
in the private sector. 

Although local government employes affiliated with AFSCME began meeting informally 
with employers, formal legislative authorization for the creation of public service unions did not 
come until much later.  In 1959, the legislature adopted the first state law in the country giving 
local government employes the right to join unions and permitting them to bargain collectively 
with their employers.  Chapter 509, Laws of 1959, as amended over the years, forms the basis 
of Wisconsin’s current Municipal Employment Relations Act, which is administered by the Wis-
consin Employment Relations Commission (WERC). 

Unions have come to be the voice of public employes.  Almost every governmental unit has 
at least one union.  In cities larger than 30,000 people, 89% of all employes belong to a union. 
Milwaukee has almost complete union representation (98.9% in 1991), and Green Bay, Racine 
and Madison have more than 90% of their employes represented by labor unions.  The police and 
firefighters have the highest representation (93% and 94%, respectively). Most police are repre-
sented by the Wisconsin Professional Police Association (WPPA), and virtually all firefighters 
are represented by the International Association of Fire Fighters (IAFF).  The Wisconsin Educa-
tion Association Council (WEAC) represents more than 95% of all teachers and the majority of 
technical college district employes.  Other major labor organizations in the public sector are 
AFSCME, the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, the Labor Association of Wisconsin 
(LAW), the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers, the Federation of Nurses and Health 
Professionals, United Professionals for Quality Health Care, Office and Professional Employees 
International, Service Employees International, Laborers International Union of North America 
and the International Union of Operating Engineers. 

Unions represent employes in negotiations with local government management.  The 
lengthy negotiation process involves bargaining on pay and fringe benefits, as well as nonpay 
issues such as management rights, the grievance procedure, conditions of employment, and rules 
regarding probation, seniority and layoffs.  Salary and wage packages include the details of such 
benefits as sick leave, vacation leave, medical and dental insurance, and life insurance.  Effective 
unions also address broad-ranging issues about the training and education demands of workers, 
the impact of technology, the needs of women in the workplace and the requirements for health 
care. 

In the case of collective bargaining in the government sector, if management and labor can-
not reach a contract agreement, they may ask for the help of a mediator.  If they still cannot agree, 
the final offers of both management and labor are submitted to an arbitrator.  The arbitrator re-
views the two offers and chooses only one; the arbitrator cannot choose part of one offer and 
another part of the other offer.  The contract resulting from the collective bargaining process gen-
erally lasts two years, although by state law it can last up to three years. 

Wisconsin’s laws regarding collective bargaining in government are designed to ensure that 
public services are not interrupted by union action. Public employes are forbidden to strike, but 
other kinds of work stoppages (a “sick out” or the “blue flu” where employes claim they are “too 
ill  to work”) can threaten public services.  In general, however, labor relations between local gov-
ernments and their employes have been constructive and peaceful in Wisconsin.  For example, 
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in recent years the WERC has begun to use consensus bargaining techniques, which focus on 
issues and interests, not personalities and positions.  It works to create a common ground where 
both labor and management can feel comfortable.  Committees made up of representatives of 
both labor and management attempt to develop a common long-range view of the organization 
that can produce “win-win” results for both parties. 

5.  LOCAL GOVERNMENT’S ROLE IN EDUCA TION 

On any school day, almost a quarter of the state’s population will be enrolled as students in 
locally supported and operated public schools.  In 1995-96, there were 870,175 public elementa-
ry and secondary students, and another 431,405 were enrolled in the local technical colleges. 
In that same school year, $6.2 billion was spent on K-12 education, and the Wisconsin Technical 
College System’s district expenditures totaled $752.8 million. 

Since statehood, education has legally been a state function, and throughout its history, the 
State of Wisconsin has recognized the importance of education to citizens individually and the 
state’s economy as a whole.  Every governor in recent times has emphasized school issues, and 
the review of school programs and spending is a major legislative concern in each session.  Today 
new educational initiatives typically originate with state government.  On the other hand, al-
though local school districts and school boards are creations of the state with only such powers 
as the legislature directly or implicitly delegates to them, local officials are responsible for final 
determination of school policy and day-to-day school operations, and the voters still value local 
control of their schools. 

In addition to state and local control, the federal government in recent years has increased 
its role in elementary and secondary education.  For example, federal initiatives have focused 
on racial balance and integration in school systems, promotion of experiments in early education, 
programs to reduce or eliminate sex discrimination, instruction for students with disabilities, and 
some funding for nonpublic schools.  With federal funds have come federal obligations and re-
quirements. 

A History of Significance 

Territorial Schools.  Article III of the Northwest Ordinance that governed the Territory of 
Wisconsin stated that “schools and the means of education shall forever be encouraged”.  The 
ordinance required that the sixteenth section (one square mile) of each surveyor’s township be 
set aside for the support of education, and the proceeds from its sale were to be used for public 
schools. 

Early Wisconsin settlers saw education as a way to become part of the American culture and 
to establish a sense of statehood.  An 1839 territorial law provided that each town with 10 families 
should constitute a school district.  In 1840, the territorial legislature required the county to levy 
a tax of not more than 2.5 mills, which was to be shared among the school districts that met mini-
mum enrollment standards for at least three months a year.  The following year, however, oppo-
nents of the school tax had it changed to a discretionary levy.  (Aversion to property taxes is not 
a new phenomenon.) 

Historically, public education had its first roots in the eastern part of the state.  According 
to the State Historical Society, the first public school is believed to have opened in Milwaukee 
in the winter of 1836-37.  It was not free; tuition was charged.  In 1849, Kenosha established the 
first free, tax-supported union school system with a graded school and a high school.  Neighbor-
ing Racine graduated the first high school class in 1853. 

By 1846, the territorial secretary reported there were 14,000 students attending public 
school in Wisconsin, and about three-quarters of the cost of their education was financed by taxa-
tion, most of which came from local property taxes. 

Schools Since Statehood. Education was an important consideration in the framing of the 
1848 Wisconsin Constitution.  It was seen as necessary for Wisconsin’s economic development, 
as well as for the improvement of the workforce needed by the young state.  Article X, Section 
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3, of the new constitution directed the legislature to establish district schools to offer free public 
education for children between the ages of 4 and 20. 

Even at this early date, federal aid to education supplemented local tax support. The U.S. 
government promised that 5% of the funds derived from sale of the federal public lands located 
in the new State of Wisconsin would go to education.  Since 1848, the Wisconsin Constitution 
has required the secretary of state, the state treasurer and the attorney general to serve as the 
Board of Commissioners of Public Lands with responsibility for investing the funds generated 
by these public land sales. Today, the commissioners, assisted by the state’s Division of Trust 
Lands and Investments, supervise more than $300 million in trust funds.  Over the years, earnings 
on the loans made to municipalities and schools from the trust funds have financed a variety of 
public school and university projects. 

In Wisconsin, as in other states in the Union, education was thought to be best left to local 
control, and this outlook eventually led to extreme decentralization.  The legislature established 
statutory procedures for creating, altering and abolishing districts, but school districts generally 
were created by local officials and directed by elected boards of school commissioners. 

Until 1907, the local municipal governments were required to levy annual taxes for the sup-
port of public schools.  After that, schools were organized as separate districts with their own 
taxing and governing authority.  A few districts remained part of city governments with the city 
council having final control over school policies and budgets, but this model was abolished in 
Wisconsin in 1981.  Today, virtually all school districts operate separately from municipal gov-
ernment. This distinction is not always understood by citizens because, although school taxes 
are set independently by the school district, these taxes are billed and collected by city, village 
and town governments. 

After World War II, Wisconsin public schools came under critical scrutiny.  The state’s Com-
mission on the Improvement of the Educational System, made up of citizens and legislators, stu-
died the needs of school districts, especially small rural ones.  Their recommendations were acted 
upon by the 1949 Legislature, which strengthened the county school committees and gave them 
authority to reorganize districts.  Distribution of state school aids to education shifted from a per 
student calculation to an equalized formula.  In addition, the authority of the State Superintendent 
of Public Instruction – and thus the role the state played in local education – was strengthened. 
These changes sought to increase educational opportunity for all of Wisconsin’s children, but 
they were especially important for children in rural areas and small towns. 

District  Consolidation.  The next major effort by state government to strengthen and consol-
idate local school districts came in 1959 with the requirement that all districts must contain an 
operating high school by July 1, 1962.  In combination with other state legislation, this led to a 
significant decrease in the number of school districts.  In many urban areas, the result was that 
municipalities cooperated with adjoining areas, attaching territory for school purposes only. 

External factors also affected school consolidation.  For example, motorized transportation 
was essential in rural areas.  Once the districts could provide bus service, it was no longer neces-
sary that a child be within walking distance of a school.  In 1900 there were 6,529 school districts; 
6,320 contained elementary schools only and, of those, 6,185 operated only a one-room rural 
school.  By 1960 there were 826 school districts, including 174 rural one-room school districts. 
One-room schools disappeared by 1970, and by 1997 the number of school districts had dropped 
to 426. 

Wisconsin’s school districts are divided into four categories, based on the grades taught and 
the governing structure.  The largest category is made up of 368 common school districts, 320 
of which serve grades K-12 and 48 limited to K-8 instruction.  The 47 unified school districts 
generally operate K-12 schools, with the exception of one K-8 system.  There are 10 union high 
school districts serving grades 9-12. Milwaukee Public Schools district is unique as the only 
first-class city school district in the state. 

CESAs.  In combination with consolidation, the state sought to provide more effective and 
efficient delivery of services.  Effective July 1, 1965, the legislature created 19 Cooperative 
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Educational Service Agencies (CESAs) to provide a link between local districts and the state’s 
Department of Public Instruction and to coordinate regional services, such as the purchasing of 
supplies or the provision of specialized programs. The number of CESAs was reduced to 12 in 
1983, and currently all school districts, except Racine and Kenosha, are included in CESAs.  Dis-
trict consolidation, CESAs and moving teacher certification from the county to the state level 
eliminated the need for a county superintendent of schools and county school committees, which 
were abolished by the legislature. 

Typically, almost 60% of all instructional service money spent by the CESAs goes for educa-
tion programs for students with special learning or physical needs.  Other CESA programs, such 
as vocational education, media services, operating services (centralized purchasing, equipment 
repair, data processing and student testing), and general instruction (driver education, environ-
mental education, and gifted and talented programs), receive between 4% and 8% each.  In recent 
years, CESAs have gained importance as they provide services to districts with limited financial 
resources or develop the higher-cost programs that are beyond the means of almost all districts 
separately.  Demands for school improvement and fiscal efficiency may expand their role in com-
ing years. 

CESAs are organized and governed according to state statute.  The CESA board of control 
is elected from representatives sent to an annual convention during the summer months.  Each 
school district in the CESA region is entitled to send one of its members as a voting representa-
tive.  (Schools in a union high school district caucus among themselves to send a single delegate.) 
The board of control may include up to 11 members who serve 3-year staggered terms.  It meets 
monthly and has no taxing authority, but it does select the CESA’s administrator who coordinates 
the services that the districts purchase from the CESA.  About two-thirds of CESA revenues come 
from member districts, with the remainder provided by federal, state and miscellaneous sources. 

The State’s Role in Education 
The Superintendent of Public Instruction is the only state constitutional officer whose princi-

pal responsibility is to manage a service delivered by local government agencies.  In the early 
days of statehood, the superintendent had very specific duties in terms of local school operation 
that included traveling around the state to inspect schools, recommending textbooks and deter-
mining how state moneys should be apportioned among the schools.  Since statehood, state-ver-
sus-local control of education has been a continuing debate.  With the strengthening of the super-
intendent’s power in 1949, the state became more involved in what happened in local schools. 
Today, the Department of Public Instruction (DPI), the state’s major educational agency, assists 
the superintendent with the many tasks assigned by law. 

The superintendent does not have complete authority because the size of the DPI and the 
scope of its activities can be changed by the legislature through fiscal and statutory controls, but 
there are limits on the legislature’s power to alter a constitutional office.  Recently, Governor 
Tommy Thompson proposed in his budget, and the legislature created, a Department of Educa-
tion, headed by a secretary of education, who would be appointed by the governor with advice 
and consent of the senate (1995 Wisconsin Act 27).  The superintendent’s role would have been 
reduced to an advisory one.  The Wisconsin Supreme Court found this reorganization unconstitu-
tional, and the authority of the state superintendent was retained.  Given the state’s increasing 
impact on local education, this was an important decision. 

In the past 10 years, much attention has focused on the issue of financing of public education. 
The legislature has attempted to equalize the amount of money available to fund each public 
school student; to shift the funding of schools from the property tax to state general revenues; 
and to limit school district expenditures and the pay packages negotiated by the teachers.  The 
conflicting expectations that schools must increase student achievement but lower taxes has 
challenged school districts to find creative ways to deliver services. 

As the state has increased its financial support for K-12 education, it has also assumed a 
greater role in controlling local school operations through establishing teacher education and 
certification requirements, setting the content of the school curriculum, requiring statewide 



THE CHANGING WORLD OF WISCONSIN LOCAL GOVERNMENT 137 

achievement testing, determining the minimum high school graduation standards and establish-
ing school board responsibilities.  Despite this, the individual school districts have managed to 
maintain a sizeable amount of local control.  Other states mandate textbooks, special program 
requirements and other elements of the educational process, but these decisions are, for the most 
part, made at the district level in Wisconsin, which reflects this state’s tradition of local autono-
my. 

Governing Schools 

Public schools in Wisconsin are governed by school boards, whose members are elected at-
large on a nonpartisan basis for staggered 3-year terms.  (In the case of the Milwaukee Public 
Schools board, the term is four years.) State law also permits plans of apportionment whereby 
members’ seats are apportioned among the specific municipalities of the district, but all voters 
within the district, regardless of residence, may vote on all candidates.  A district that uses appor-
tionment may elect up to 11 board members, but only a few districts have chosen to exercise this 
option. 

Common school districts (grades K-8 or K-12) and union high school districts (grades 9-12) 
are legally required to hold annual meetings, much like town meetings, that are open to all voters 
of the district.  A majority of the voters at the school meeting must approve the district property 
tax levy, and they also can designate building sites, sell property and approve transportation.  The 
district school board does, however, have authority to adjust the levy if the amount of money 
raised fails to meet the requirements for debt retirement and operating the schools. 

Unified districts do not hold annual meetings, but they have school boards of 5, 7 or 9 mem-
bers with powers similar to those of the annual meeting.  These boards choose their own officers. 
The unified school board’s key responsibility is the approval of an annual budget for operating 
the district schools.  Its other major function is the selection of the superintendent, the chief oper-
ating officer of the district.  Superintendents once were chosen from among the district’s own 
teachers, but they increasingly are selected from a broader, highly educated pool of applicants, 
sometimes after a national search.  The school superintendent is the counterpart of a city or vil-
lage manager who brings specialized, professional knowledge to the position. 

The Milwaukee Public Schools district is established separately in Chapter 119 of the Wis-
consin Statutes as a “first class city school system”. 

Working in Schools 

Education is a major enterprise in terms of the number of people it employs, as well as the 
students it serves.  Schools are staffed by a variety of professionals, including teachers, social 
workers, physical or occupational therapists, guidance counselors, neighborhood liaison staff, 
librarians, curriculum specialists, reading specialists and nurses.  School districts reported 
90,432 full-time employes in 1992, which accounted for 55.5% of all the full-time employes of 
local government.  Almost 60% of local government salaries went to school district employes. 

The classroom teacher remains the key component of K-12 education, and the responsibility 
for assuring that teachers are effective is shared by the state and the local school district.  The 
local school board can select its own staff, but state law permits it to hire only licensed teachers. 
The state establishes minimum standards for licensing of teachers.  They must, for example, 
graduate from a four-year program that is approved by the state superintendent.  In addition, as 
classroom teachers, they must continue their education in order to retain their teaching licenses. 
These standards, however, are only minimum standards.  It is up to the local school board to es-
tablish job requirements for the district and to ensure that the person hired is the best one for the 
job. 

Classroom teachers make up the major component (88%) of school personnel, while another 
4% are principals and the remainder are nonsupervisory administrators or program staff.  Ele-
mentary schools employ 64% of Wisconsin’s public school teachers, and 78% of them are 
women.  In the case of middle schools and junior and senior high schools, 54% of the teachers 
are women. 
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Salaries for teachers have increased significantly in the past 25 years, in large part due to the 
growing power and influence of teacher unions.  According to estimates by the National Educa-
tion Association, the average Wisconsin teacher’s salary was $38,571 in 1995-96, which ranked 
Wisconsin 14th highest in the nation that year.  The average salary for secondary teachers was 
somewhat higher than that for elementary teachers: $39,424 compared to $38,043. Principals, 
superintendents and other administrators tend to earn higher salaries, due in part to greater re-
sponsibilities, advanced degree requirements and seniority. 

In earlier times, the terms of teachers’ contracts were individually negotiated.  Now most 
contracts are determined through collective bargaining between teacher unions and school 
boards.  As a result, there may be less salary variation among Wisconsin teachers than previously, 
but the pay in larger urban districts is still somewhat higher.  A variety of fringe benefits, includ-
ing retirement plans, health insurance and payments for meeting additional education require-
ments, can raise total compensation as much as 15% above the stated salary levels. 

Among unionized employes, classroom teachers are one of the most highly organized 
groups. Over time, various factors have contributed to this development. Prior low salary levels 
were only one such factor.  Teachers have expressed increasing dissatisfaction as layers of ad-
ministration were interposed between the school board and the classroom (particularly in large 
systems).  In the process, they claim, the building principal has lost a good deal of autonomy and 
can no longer respond effectively to grievances.  As a result, a variety of working conditions, 
which were previously settled on a personal basis, have become part of teachers’ contract bar-
gaining: number of working days; class size; tasks assigned to particular teachers; inservice 
training opportunities; and grievance, seniority and layoff provisions. 

K-12 contract negotiations have drawn the attention of the state legislature in recent years, 
particularly because of the impact that salary and benefit settlements have on school costs and 
ultimately the property tax levies.  In Chapter 178, Laws of 1977, the legislature had authorized 
mediation and binding arbitration procedures for teacher contract negotiations.  If differences 
could not be settled through mediation, the final offers from the district and the teachers union 
went to an arbitrator or arbitration panel who had to pick one offer or the other without change. 
Opponents of “med-arb”, as it was called, disputed its effectiveness in holding contracts to rea-
sonable cost increases.  In 1993 Wisconsin Act 16 the legislature provided that, effective July 
1, 1993, school boards would not have to submit economic issues to binding arbitration if they 
made a “qualified economic offer” to the teachers’ bargaining unit.  A qualified offer was defined 
by law as one that maintained existing fringe benefits but limited total additional cost for fringe 
benefits and compensation adjustments to an amount not to exceed 3.8% of existing annual costs. 

Growing Schools, Growing Problems 

Public school enrollments grew steadily for most of Wisconsin’s history, but they mush-
roomed after World War II, when “baby boomers” began to attend school.  K-12 enrollment 
peaked in 1971-72 at 999,921 students and then fell to 767,542 in 1984-85.  By 1995-96, there 
were 870,175 students enrolled in Wisconsin’s public elementary and secondary schools.  (Ac-
cording to estimates, another 150,000 were enrolled in private schools or private instruction that 
year.)  The average per-pupil cost for public instruction and support services was $7,073, based 
on total expenditures statewide of $6.2 billion.  In that same year, the average district enrollment 
was 1,992, but half of the districts (49.5%) had fewer than 1,000 students.  The Milwaukee Public 
Schools district with 99,112 students was the largest district; the smallest was Linn J4, a K-8 
school district in Lake Geneva with only 64 pupils. 

Schools, whether large or small, urban or rural, face many new challenges.  Some of these 
relate to problems in everyday society.  Violence in schools, even at the elementary level, has 
gained greater attention, and some districts now have explicit rules regarding weapons on school 
property.  Poverty can be found in rural and urban districts alike. Even affluent school districts 
are finding they must serve children whose parents are homeless and some, like the Madison 
Metropolitan District, have established separate programs for those children. 



THE CHANGING WORLD OF WISCONSIN LOCAL GOVERNMENT 139 

Still other challenges relate to the nature of the student body.  For example, migration to Wis-
consin’s cities by African Americans, Hispanics and various Asian groups has tested traditional 
methods of instruction that were developed for predominantly white, English-speaking students 
of European descent. 

Reaching All Children: Disabled or Disadvantaged.  Today public schools educate many 
children who years ago would not have been able to attend class.  Children with exceptional 
educational needs, including physical disabilities, mental impairment, hearing or vision loss, 
emotional or learning disabilities or other special circumstances, are eligible for special services. 
Wisconsin has made a commitment to offer these services, although they are costly, personnel-
intensive and require specially trained faculty. 

Shortly after it became a state, Wisconsin opened its residential schools for blind children 
at Janesville in 1850 and for deaf children at Delavan in 1952. The 1973 Legislature required 
school districts to develop local programs to serve students with disabilities, if possible. Both 
federal and state financial aid is provided for these services. The public schools must identify 
all children with special needs in their districts and develop programs for them, even if they are 
enrolled in private schools. A multidisciplinary team evaluates each child and, in consultation 
with parents, recommends suitable programs.  The goal is to place children in “least restrictive” 
learning settings. 

Teaching educationally deprived children presents another challenge for today’s schools. 
These are the students who lack a sufficient foundation in their homes and daily lives to stay on 
the academic track.  The federal government, through Title I of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, provides funds to assist districts with large numbers of children from low-income 
families, since these children often have more educational and social problems.  The federal 
funds must be used to supplement, not replace, local funding for reading, mathematics and lan-
guage arts instruction. 

Connecting School and Community.  One challenge for all school districts, whether large 
or small, urban or rural, is how to connect the school with the community.  In earlier times, 
schools were often the community meeting places.  Today, residents, and even parents, may nev-
er see the inside of the school building, despite the fact that research shows parent involvement 
to be a critical aspect of student achievement.  Another problem is that taxpayers who never use 
a school facility or attend a school program are less likely to support the financial requests of the 
district.  Districts can connect with their communities in a variety of ways.  For example, some 
develop recreational programs that use school facilities; others promote citizen advisory groups 
which may include nonparents. 

Preparing Students for Work.  High schools traditionally have readied students for their 
roles as citizens through preparation for postsecondary employment and postsecondary educa-
tion. There has been greater emphasis on vocational education within high schools in the past 
10 years, as employers and educators have recognized the growing need for more highly skilled 
graduates.  Beginning in 1987-88, school districts were required to offer an education-for-em-
ployment program, including applied basic skills instruction, school-supervised work experi-
ence, instruction in economics, and training in skills and attitudes necessary for employment. 
1991 Wisconsin Act 39 created most of the current statewide school-to-work programs.  The act 
requires the Department of Public Instruction, the Wisconsin Technical College System (WTCS) 
and the Department of Workforce Development to cooperate in developing a youth apprentice-
ship program.  With WTCS assistance, local districts must establish tech-prep programs that al-
low high school students to earn high school credit for certain courses completed at postsecond-
ary institutions and also permit them to gain advanced standing for associate degrees. 

1993 Wisconsin Act 339 required that by 1997-98 school districts must incorporate a variety 
of techniques into their education-for-employment programs: applied curricula, guidance and 
counseling services, technical and college preparation, youth apprenticeship or other job train-
ing and work experience, and instruction in employment skills. 
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Part of the school-to-work program emphasizes career development. It has funded career 
centers in schools and established a career development site on the Internet that can be used by 
both high school students and persons already out of high school. Another part of the program 
focuses on work experience for youth, an area where Wisconsin is considered to be the nation’s 
leader.  Youth apprenticeship partnerships have been established with several industries.  Simply 
put, these are work-based training programs. The first partnerships were offered in financial ser-
vices and printing.  Apprenticeships in health services, insurance, tourism, and aspects of 
manufacturing are among the newer programs.  The number of students who are participating 
in youth apprenticeship programs has grown rapidly, from only 17 in 1993 to over 700 in 1996. 
The program hopes to offer 18 different youth apprenticeships in 13 industry areas in the future. 

In addition, funds have been provided to one school district, five technical college districts 
and one CESA to conduct model projects in agriculture, business, family and consumer educa-
tion, marketing, health occupations, technology education and protective services. These proj-
ects will broaden high school students’ career choices by demonstrating the alternatives to tradi-
tional 4-year postsecondary programs. 

Technical colleges and state universities also participate in these school-to-work initiatives 
by providing teacher training, supporting curriculum revision, and offering certificates of oc-
cupational proficiency or advanced standing in degree programs. 

Not all school-to-work programs grow out of state-directed efforts.  The Blue Hills Manufac-
turing Partnership at Weyerhauser High School is a solar-powered lumber drying entrepreneurial 
venture that is managed and run by the students.  Unique to Wisconsin, and perhaps one of only 
two such student-run operations in the entire nation, Blue Hills Manufacturing allows students 
to have a school-based work experience.  This limited liability company, which is an integral 
component of the school, provides hands-on experience for a variety of students.  Technology 
education students build the kilns and produced a video about the operation.  Economics students 
use the partnership in their Junior Achievement projects.  Math students use the plant to solve 
problems, and English students write resumes, cover letters and other materials to support the 
partnership. 

Year-Round Education.  Almost all schools in Wisconsin, and the United States generally, 
operate nine months a year, based on the traditional agricultural model when children were need-
ed on the family farm during the growing season.  Some states have begun to look at year-round 
schools, in part to maximize the use of school facilities and in part to increase the learning of 
students. 

In October 1993, Racine Unified School District became the first in Wisconsin to approve 
a plan for a voluntary year-round education program for elementary and middle school children. 
Racine students, who are enrolled in selected schools, attend classes for  60 days (approximately 
three months), then take a vacation of 20 school-days (approximately one month). This sequence 
is repeated three times a year.  The program was started primarily to save money.  With a growing 
student population and aging buildings, the district faced the challenge of too many students and 
too little space. By using existing buildings throughout the year, the district can serve 33% more 
students with the same number of classrooms and the same class size.  Other districts are looking 
at year-round school, because they realize that such an approach lends itself to more efficient use 
of space and it offers continuous learning throughout the year, thereby avoiding the learning loss 
that occurs over the extended summer break. 

Planning for the 21st Century.  The Commission on Schools for the 21st Century, also 
known as the Fish Commission for its chairperson Ody Fish, was appointed by Governor Thomp-
son to review the status of public education and recommend goals for Wisconsin’s schools.  The 
commission’s 1990 report, A New Design for Education in Wisconsin: Schools Capable of Con-
tinuous Improvement, identified seven goals for education: measurement of school performance; 
preparation of young children for school, including kindergarten for four-year-olds and full-day 
kindergarten for five-year-olds; parental involvement through school choice, school councils 
and parent education; community partnerships between schools and business, industry and gov-
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ernment; professional development and training for teachers; sufficient technology in schools 
and classrooms; and fair and adequate school financing. 

Although the problems in education seemed daunting, many of the recommendations of the 
commission have been implemented.  School performance, for example, is measured annually. 
Since 1991-92, individual schools and school districts have been graded on items such as staf-
fing, attendance, dropout rates, graduation requirements and statewide test scores.  The test re-
sults currently used include standardized reading and math tests for elementary students and 10th 
graders, the ACT college entrance exams, and the ACT advanced placement tests for high school 
juniors and seniors. In 1995, Wisconsin students in the 8th and 11th grades scored fourth highest 
in the country on language and math exams.  In 1996, Wisconsin high school students who took 
the ACT college entrance exams tied with Minnesota for first place nationally. 

Wisconsin’s schools generally are above-average, but some districts are facing severe chal-
lenges.  Although statewide almost 90% of Wisconsin’s students graduate from high school, in 
one district almost 40% of the high school students fail to graduate.  There is room for improve-
ment in all districts when it comes to attendance.  Absences, excused or unexcused, are a concern 
because they represent lost educational opportunities.  Habitual truancy is a particular issue in 
some districts; urban districts may have a truancy rate of more than 15%, while other schools in 
the state have a rate of less than 5%. 

Technological improvements have developed rapidly since 1990.  Schools in the northern 
tier of the state, for example, have been wired with fiber optics and can receive distance education 
programs from other sites.  Students in small or remote schools now have access to instruction 
in subjects not previously available.  Teachers and administrators also can participate electroni-
cally in professional development classes or statewide meetings.  It is hoped that someday all of 
Wisconsin’s schools will have this capability. 

In addition, school districts are making significant efforts to put as many computers as pos-
sible in the schools.  Recognizing that most workers in the next century will need to be computer-
literate, some school boards have foregone building improvements or funding extracurricular 
programs in order to provide computers.  Students use the computers to complete projects, devel-
op multimedia presentations and, more recently, access databases on the Internet.  In some cases, 
however, state revenue limits have curtailed computerization.  More fortunate or enterprising 
districts have found private-sector partners who purchase computers for the schools or donate 
used computers, printers and other electronic equipment. 

After many years of discussion, school financing was substantially changed by 1995 Wis-
consin Act 27, as a result of the Fish Commission report and pressure by property owners.  The 
demand to control, or lower, property taxes led the legislature to make a commitment that, begin-
ning in 1996-97, it would provide more than $4 billion to cover two-thirds of statewide K-12 
school operating costs (an increase from the 1995-96 support level of $2.7 billion which covered 
44% of costs).  The proportion for a particular district will vary from 87.3% to 19.6%, depending 
on the district’s shared costs and equalized value.  For the first time in Wisconsin’s history, school 
finance has become primarily a state obligation.  The importance of state financing is not only 
in its effect on local property taxes.  It also means that the state can play a larger, more proactive 
role in local education in terms of school standards and expenditures. 

Alternatives to Traditional Public Schools 
Private Schools and Home Instruction. State law does make exceptions for several types 

of instruction outside of the regular local public schools that can fulfill the compulsory school 
attendance requirements.  Private schools, which are established by both nonprofit and for-profit 
groups, have long played a major role in educating Wisconsin’s children.  In the 1994-95 school 
year, 148,002 students, or 14.6% of the state’s elementary and secondary pupils, were enrolled 
in private schools, most of which were affiliated with religious organizations. (Three decades 
ago, private school enrollments made up almost 25% of the K-12 total.)  What sets most private 
schools apart is that religious training can be incorporated into their daily curriculum, whereas 
it is prohibited in Wisconsin’s public schools (Article X, Section 3, Wisconsin Constitution). 
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Some nonsectarian private schools have been established to provide more rigorous or specialized 
education or to allow for smaller classes and more individualized instruction. 

Another exception to compulsory public school attendance is the provision in state law for 
home-based instruction, sometimes referred to as “home schooling”, which permits individual 
families to teach their own children. 

Charter Schools.  Charter schools are publicly sponsored schools that have a great deal of 
autonomy and are exempt from many of the rules and regulations traditionally imposed by state 
law.  Wisconsin was among the first eight states in the nation that created charter school legisla-
tion between 1991 and 1993 (1993 Wisconsin Act 16).  Now half of the states have such provi-
sions.  As of January 1997, there were 11 charter schools operating in nine Wisconsin school dis-
tricts.  Most serve at-risk students, though several focus on technology, the arts or foreign 
languages. 

In Wisconsin, local school boards are responsible for authorizing the establishment of char-
ter schools.  The board may create the school on its own initiative or in response to a petition 
submitted by district residents.  Although charter schools operate under fewer regulations, state 
law does require that they be public, free and nonsectarian.  They must abide by the health, safety 
and nondiscrimination laws applicable to all public schools and must have a nonselective admis-
sions policy.  Except for charter schools in the Milwaukee Public Schools district, faculty in the 
schools are employes of the school board, and they must by licensed by the DPI or have a DPI 
permit to teach in charter schools. 

The objective of charter schools is to create flexibility and permit innovation in the class-
room.  These programs may give students new choices, encourage parental involvement and of-
fer challenges to traditional schools.  Opponents express concern, however, that the charter 
schools will create discrimination by ability or race and weaken the regular schools.  They ques-
tion accountability and object that the rights and benefits of faculty and staff will not be protected 
in these experimental schools. 

Parental Choice.  Perhaps the most notable attempt to change the delivery of school services 
was the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program, enacted in 1989 Wisconsin Act 336.  Also known 
as “school choice”, the program, which allows Milwaukee low-income parents to send their chil-
dren to private schools at public expense, began operations in the fall of 1990.  Parental Choice, 
the first private school choice program in the nation, has served over 2,000 children in the 6 years 
since its inception.  Currently, only nonreligious schools are included in the program.  1995 Wis-
consin Act 27 attempted to broaden the program to include sectarian schools in Milwaukee, but 
that provision has been held in abeyance until a court challenge as to its constitutionality is 
settled. 

Technical Colleges 
Like the elementary and secondary schools, Wisconsin’s technical colleges are considered 

local education agencies because they are funded in large part by local property taxes and their 
boards are appointed from residents of the service area by committees made up of the district’s 
county board chairpersons (13 districts) or school board presidents (3 districts).  They, too, re-
ceive state and federal funding and must conform to standards set by those governments. 

In 1911, Wisconsin was the first state to establish a system of state support for local vocation-
al education.  The Wisconsin Technical College System (WTCS), which was renamed in 1994, 
is the product of that early commitment. The state is divided into 16 districts, formerly known 
as Vocational, Technical and Adult Education (VTAE) districts.  The main purpose of the techni-
cal colleges is to prepare students for a wide variety of technical, paraprofessional, skilled or 
semi-skilled occupations.  At the state level, the Wisconsin Technical College System Board and 
its staff of almost 100 employes approves district programs and monitors quality. 

The 1995-96 WTCS postsecondary and continuing education enrollments totaled 431,405 
students. Because many technical college students are enrolled for only one or two courses, 
another means of comparison is full-time equivalent (FTE) enrollment based on a load of 30 cred-
its per year.  The 1995-96 FTE total enrollment figure was 56,987 for the WTCS statewide.  About 
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8% of these were enrolled in college parallel programs; another 55% were studying for their two-
year associate degrees; and approximately 28% were in one-year occupational certification pro-
grams.  In addition to these three types of postsecondary enrollments, almost 10% (approximate-
ly 6,000 FTE students statewide) attended continuing education programs that cover 
wide-ranging subjects, such as woodworking, financial planning, history and literature. 

College transfer credit courses are offered at only three of the technical colleges: Madison, 
Milwaukee and Nicolet.  The college transfer enrollments have nearly doubled from 7,276 in 
1985-86 to 16,937 in 1995-96.  Part of this growth may be due to the educational demands of 
today’s job market.  Increased tuition and more restrictive admissions standards at the University 
of Wisconsin campuses may also be responsible. 

District level revenues for the technical colleges totaled $700.4 million statewide in 
1995-96.  The funding sources included: property taxes, $331.3 million (47.3%); state aid, 
$123.5 million (17.6%); tuition and fees, $86.5 million (12.4%); federal aid, $58.4 million 
(8.3%); and miscellaneous/self financing, $100.7 million (14.4%). 

Concern about the effectiveness of secondary education in preparing graduates for the work-
place has led to increased cooperation between the technical colleges and local school districts 
in order to provide better occupational training to high school students.  Beginning in 1993, 
WTCS district boards were required to establish technical preparation (tech-prep) programs in 
each public high school to offer students advanced standing in the technical college’s associate 
degree program upon their graduation from high school. In addition, 11th and 12th graders are 
offered the option of concurrent enrollment in classes at technical colleges or at university and 
college campuses with the school district obligated to pay the students’ fees and tuition if the 
course is taken for secondary credit and if the high school does not offer a comparable course. 

6.  PROTECTING THE PUBLIC 

Of all local government functions, perhaps the most widely recognized are police, fire and 
emergency rescue services.  These professions capture the imagination of children, whose earli-
est field trips may be to the fire station or who hear police officers speak to their school or youth 
groups.  Rarely a week goes by without a citizen seeing a police or sheriff’s vehicle, a fire engine 
or an ambulance. 

Community policing and firefighting make up a major portion of local budgets.  Together 
they accounted for $1.5 billion (over 16%) of the $9.2 billion spent by local government in 1995. 
In fact, policing was the single largest operating cost in cities and villages (24.9%), and it is grow-
ing at a faster rate than any other municipal expenditure. Fire protection was second highest at 
14.3%. 

Today, the objective of public safety is – as it has been since territorial days – the protection 
of life and property from loss or harm, but public safety operations have changed dramatically 
in the past 30 years.  Some of these transformations are the result of population changes, includ-
ing increasing urban population, more widespread use of illegal drugs, and changes in legal and 
social structures.  Other changes have resulted from technological innovations in transportation, 
communications and computer applications.  Today’s police officers and firefighters must pos-
sess sophisticated skills and training as they face more complex challenges. 

Policing 
Municipal police departments and county sheriff departments provide a wide variety of ser-

vices that focus on law enforcement, crime prevention and traffic control.  In a typical day, an 
officer must be prepared to give directions and information, intervene in domestic arguments, 
work with social service agencies to protect children, render emergency or rescue services, deal 
with stray animals or animal complaints, control traffic and crowds, manage the homeless or 
street people, and provide crime or safety education programs.  The service that officers give is 
key to community support of the department. 

Almost 86% of all sworn officers in Wisconsin serve municipalities or counties.  The others 
are employed by the state in positions such as campus police, State Patrol officers or conservation 
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wardens.  (A sworn officer has arrest powers and must meet all state and local standards, such 
as training, physical conditioning and background checks.)  The size of any particular police or 
sheriff’s department reflects the population being served.  Small municipalities or sparsely-pop-
ulated counties have few employes, and the police chief or sheriff may take on many of the re-
sponsibilities of a patrol officer or deputy.  In larger jurisdictions, the departments are more high-
ly structured, and the sheriff or police chief serves as chief administrator. 

Police and sheriff’s departments support one another, and both are assisted by criminal jus-
tice services provided by the state.  The Wisconsin Department of Justice aids local police in their 
criminal investigations and administers training standards for all sworn police officers.  The State 
Patrol, a unit within the Wisconsin Department of Transportation, assists local police, as do a va-
riety of other state agencies. 

Municipal Police Services. Statutory requirements for police departments vary by type of 
municipality.  All cities must have a police chief, but there is no statutory mandate that they pro-
vide police protection services.  State law requires villages of 5,000 population or more to “pro-
vide police protection services” through creation of a police department, by contracting with 
another municipality to offer the service, or by creating a joint department with a neighboring 
municipality.  Towns are authorized to create their own police departments, join with another mu-
nicipality for protection or contract for police services. 

In fact, a September 1996 study by the Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance found that most cities 
and villages over 2,000 population have their own police departments.  Only 14 of the 205 munic-
ipalities between 2,000 and 5,000 do not, and 12 of those either participate in a joint department, 
sharing resources and expenses, or they contract with the county for service. 

Not surprisingly, the largest police department is that of the City of Milwaukee, with 2,131 
sworn officers in 1995.  Next largest are Madison (339), Racine (200)  and Green Bay (173). On 
the other hand, several small police departments have only one officer.  Milwaukee County has 
the most sheriff’s deputies (614) and Pepin County has the fewest (10). 

Police and Fire Commissions. All  cities of 4,000 population and over and those villages 
with populations of 5,500 and over that create their own police and fire departments are required 
to have police and fire commissions.  Towns, as well as the smaller cities and villages, are per-
mitted, but not required, to create such commissions.  Villages and towns may organize separate 
commissions for fire or police, but a city commission must be a combined police and fire commis-
sion. 

These citizen commissions oversee the activities of paid professionals.  They serve, for the 
most part, as a personnel agency: appointing, evaluating, and suspending or terminating the fire 
or police chief; certifying people who are eligible for appointment as police or fire officers; con-
ducting hearings on charges brought against the chief and other officers; hearing appeals on dis-
cipline cases; and handling other personnel-related matters. 

Police and fire commissions were first established to protect public safety departments from 
the political process.  (In other states, appointment as police and fire officers may depend on fam-
ily  relationships or political parties.)  As the circuit court in Marinette County noted in 1994: 

Police and Fire Commission laws . . . were enacted for the purpose of taking the adminis-
tration of police departments out of city politics, in order that the test of fitness for the 
position of policeman might be ability to serve the city, rather than ability to advance 
the political interests of the administration in power. Ravet v. City of Marinette. 

Attorney General James Doyle in a 1993 opinion concluded that: 

It follows that the mayor, whatever the scope of his or her executive powers, may not 
lawfully order the police chief to appoint, or not to appoint, a particular police officer 
in the city with a police and fire commission.  To conclude otherwise would defeat the 
purpose of the Police and Fire Commission law. (81 OAG 1, 5) 
Thus, police and fire departments are somewhat independent of the authority of the city may-

or and council or the village board.  In personnel matters the police and fire chiefs are responsible 
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to the commission, rather than to the municipal personnel department, a civil service commis-
sion, or the local council or board. 

The police and fire commission is composed of five citizen members appointed by the may-
or, the village president or the town board chairperson, but no more than three may be members 
of the same political party.  Originally, the commissions were intended to serve as a buffer be-
tween the departments and community citizens, but more recently they have become more active 
in reviewing disciplinary actions of the chief, hearing citizen complaints and overseeing employ-
ment practices to assure a more diverse and better qualified workforce. 

Counties do not have police commissions.  Because the sheriff is an elected official, the sher-
iff’s  department has a built-in autonomy from the county board.  A public safety committee of 
the county board may review the department’s activities and assist it in developing a budget, but 
the committee lacks the organizing and supervisory powers granted to a police commission. 

Sheriff’s Departments.  The office of sheriff was established in Wisconsin’s territorial days 
and continued in the 1848 state constitution.  Every Wisconsin county has a sheriff’s department, 
headed by a sheriff who is elected on a partisan basis every two years.  The sheriff must be a state 
resident and a U.S. citizen but is not required to have law enforcement training.  In practice, how-
ever, most Wisconsin sheriffs do have a background in law enforcement. The sheriff is assisted 
by a chief deputy or an undersheriff, other deputies and civilian personnel.  The number of em-
ployes in the department and its operating budget are determined by the county board, and this 
gives the board some control over the sheriff’s office. 

Sheriff’s departments legally are responsible for providing law enforcement throughout 
their counties.  In practice, they provide direct services primarily to those parts of the county not 
served by municipal police departments – small cities, villages and towns.  They also offer sup-
port services to municipal police departments. A municipality may contract with a sheriff’s de-
partment to provide some or all law enforcement services within their communities.  Fifty-nine 
sheriff’s departments do routine dispatching, at least part of the time, for municipalities, espe-
cially in the evening and on weekends.  They also may provide deputies on set schedules to mu-
nicipalities.  Most counties also engage in collaborative law enforcement efforts.  For example, 
all of Wisconsin’s counties have some kind of mutual assistance agreement with adjacent coun-
ties, including those across state boundaries. 

In some cases, sheriff’s departments receive state aid to provide specialized policing ser-
vices, such as snowmobile law enforcement and water safety patrol.  The sheriff’s department 
is responsible for operation of the county jail and for providing assistance to the circuit court, 
including the service of warrants, processes, writs and orders.  These services are financed in part 
by the state. 

Police Officers and Their Duties. The most visible duty of the police, and the one which 
may take up two-thirds of police time, is patrolling streets, roads and highways, including mak-
ing traffic stops for unsafe or illegal driving and investigating traffic accidents.  The police also 
come in contact with the community as they work to settle disputes between family members or 
neighbors.  Noise complaints, backyard disputes or barking dogs may force police officers to use 
their conflict resolution skills. In addition, in the larger cities the police department, which oper-
ates 24 hours a day, may serve as the clearinghouse for nonpolice matters, such as complaints 
about unsafe street or driving conditions, which it then passes on to the appropriate department. 

Police officers also investigate crimes and violations of the law and make arrests of suspects. 
These situations generally are considered the “dangerous” part of police work, as officers come 
in contact with people who have abused alcohol or drugs, threatened other people or committed 
crimes.  In fact, every situation a police officer confronts may be dangerous.  Stopping a vehicle 
for a traffic violation may mean facing an angry motorist.  Entering a home in responding to a 
domestic violence complaint may mean managing a dangerous person.  Police officers are 
trained to consider every situation, no matter how routine, as one which may require all of their 
skills in conflict management, dispute resolution and behavior control. 
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Police officers always have had to act with a great deal of discretion. They exercise the police 
power of government, whether doing their job independently or as part of a small team. It is not 
possible for command officers to supervise every action of every street officer. Police depart-
ments increasingly expect their officers to be street-level leaders. 

Street-level leadership means that individual officers have a choice over whether and how 
to act. They exercise discretion when they decide whether to stop a particular vehicle or what 
level of force to use in arresting a suspect. They use discretion when mediating disputes, issuing 
friendly warnings or providing information. Officers must balance competing pressures, goals 
and values, as they apply legal and social standards to their choices. They must balance growing 
demand for law and order with the need for community support of police actions. In some com-
munities, neighborhood officers are becoming more common. These officers are assigned to 
work with a particular community, providing a wide variety of services. They become communi-
ty leaders, working to encourage collaboration and partnership, prevent conflict, increase sur-
veillance and build the capacity of the community or neighborhood to police and manage itself. 

Staffing Police Services. One means of comparing police staffing levels is by number of 
officers per 10,000 residents. The Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance 1996 study, which surveyed 
cities and villages over 2,000 population, reported the statewide ratio in Wisconsin was 21.4 full-
time police officers for every 10,000 residents served in 1995. (If Milwaukee is excluded, the 
ratio falls to 18.4 officers per 10,000.) Across the state, the figures ranged from 61.0 per 10,000 
in Wisconsin Dells to 8.2 for the Village of Jackson. In reviewing the number of officers 
employed by a municipality, it must be remembered that it takes 4.5 to 5 individuals to fill one 
officer position for 24 hours a day throughout the year in order to allow for vacations, sick leave 
and off-duty time. 

AVERAGE POLICE STAFFING AND COSTS 
FOR WISCONSIN MUNICIPALITIES – 1995 
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Source: Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance, The Wisconsin Taxpayer, September 1996. 

Staffing variations are due, in part, to local circumstances and preferences, such as differing 
community crime factors and whether a council or board is willing to pay for additional protec-
tion.  Generally, more urban communities require more police officers, as do communities with 
a great influx of vacationers, such as Wisconsin Dells or Lake Geneva. Some communities 
choose to hire civilians, rather than sworn police officers, to perform certain services, including 
parking control, school liaison or community education. Civilians can also serve in dispatch cen-
ters, receiving calls for police assistance and dispatching patrol officers. Some provide support 
in education and public information programs. Others carry out a variety of police-related func-
tions that do not require a sworn officer. 

Personnel costs account for approximately $6 of every $7 spent in local police operating ex-
penditures, and these costs have grown rapidly in recent years. Smaller communities in particu-
lar have seen costs escalate. Communities of 4,000 to 5,000 people, for example, had a 48% in-
crease in police costs from 1990 to 1995. Larger communities over 30,000 in population had a 
28.8% increase. The high per-officer cost, plus the increased demand for police services, means 
that policing is taking a larger and larger portion of municipal and county budgets. 
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Training Wisconsin’s Police Officers.  Because of their independence and discretion and 
because officers have considerable authority and power, the selection and training of new re-
cruits and continued training for experienced officers is extremely important.  Applicants for po-
lice positions in most communities must pass a series of tests, including reading comprehension, 
physical agility, oral interviews, background checks and personality assessments.  Applicants 
who pass these tests must then successfully complete state-required training.  State law requires 
all newly recruited law officers to have 60 college credits plus a minimum of 400 hours of basic 
police training. 

Required universal training for local police is relatively recent.  Larger police departments 
traditionally established their own training programs for new officers, but others relied on loose-
ly coordinated arrangements with technical colleges, the University of Wisconsin, and profes-
sional groups.  In 1970, a statewide program of recruit training was developed on a voluntary 
basis.  By 1974, all permanent police officers (with certain exemptions) were required to com-
plete a state-certified training program. These programs generally are offered by the technical 
colleges and must be accredited by the state Law Enforcement Standards Board, which deter-
mines the state’s police training standards.  Larger police departments can offer the classes 
through their own academies.  Training covers legal issues, accident investigation, report writ-
ing, firearms operation, emergency vehicle operation, crisis intervention, defensive tactics, first 
aid and other topics deemed necessary.  If sheriff’s deputies are assigned to duty in the county 
jail, they are required by state law to take an additional 120 hours of training. (Civilian personnel 
assigned to jails must take the same training.) 

After they are hired, recruits participate in further probationary training offered by their own 
department. The length and content of that training depends on the size of the department and 
whether it serves a primarily rural or urban population.  Particularized training for the recruits 
may include instruction in the data management system used by the department or the basics of 
a language used by a local immigrant group.  New recruits also participate in field training, where 
they serve under the direct supervision of a senior officer. 

Since 1991, all persons with authority to act as police officers have been required to complete 
24 hours of in-service training annually.  This may be technical training, such as appropriate use 
of new weapons or computers in law enforcement.  It may be supervisory or management training 
that helps more senior officers to coach and lead younger officers.  Or it may be policy training 
which assists law enforcement leaders to develop and implement programs and policies to both 
protect citizens and deter crime. 

The Federal Government and Local Policing.  Generally, policing is considered a local 
function, but the federal government circulates crime statistics and provides training opportuni-
ties for police agencies, including the training of senior officers at the FBI academy.  In recent 
years, with the growth of the drug problem and the increase in urban and juvenile crime, the fed-
eral government has looked for new ways to support local law enforcement. 

Congress recently enacted the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 (P.L. 
103-322).  In addition to national law enforcement activities, the law provides $20 to $25 billion 
to local governments across the country for police, county jails and anticrime initiatives.  Title 
I of the act authorizes funding to states and local governments for an additional 2,500 patrol offi -
cers.  Most Wisconsin municipalities that have participated in the program have chosen to spend 
this money for officers assigned to community policing, and an estimated 500 new officers were 
hired across the state over the 3-year grant period.  Title III authorizes funding for local crime 
prevention block grants, community schools, youth services and supervision grants, assistance 
for delinquent and at-risk youth, and local partnership programs that focus on job training, youth 
sports, drug education, literacy and family support. Like Title I’s provisions for community pol-
icing, Title III recognizes that crime prevention is more than just policing streets in search of 
crimes in progress.  Another part of the act targets funds for rural crime, evidence that crime is 
not only an urban issue. 
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Finding New Ways to Serve Citizens.  The old image of a police officer in a squad car is 
changing. Police departments are experimenting with putting police on bikes, motorcycles or 
even horses to allow them to provide better services.  Bike patrols, for example, allow police offi -
cers greater contact with the public.  They are used in some cities to curtail the use of drugs and 
alcohol and to arrest dealers in the middle of a drug deal.  Police have found that citizens are more 
likely to talk to an officer outside a car, thus increasing public understanding and communication 
with police.  Police on motorcycles can patrol areas as large as those covered by police in cars, 
but they have greater maneuverability.  Horses are used by a few departments, primarily for pa-
rades and public events, park patrol and crowd control.  In addition to these mechanized patrols, 
foot patrols are also increasing. 

Computers also have changed police operations.  They allow even very small departments 
to access federal crime and fingerprint records, maintain records of arrests and police contacts 
in the community, plan schedules and patrol routes, manage the budget and do other tasks that 
make policing more effective.  Computer-aided dispatch identifies where patrol vehicles are at 
any time, allowing dispatchers to direct the closest vehicle to a call.  Computers in patrol vehicles 
permit individual officers to obtain information on vehicles, individuals or incidents, thereby 
giving them even more control and discretion in their work.  Technological changes are happen-
ing so quickly that it is difficult to identify all of them and their impact on policing.  Just recently, 
for example, wanted posters became available on the Internet, which will allow police depart-
ments to communicate more rapidly and, it is hoped, apprehend criminals more quickly. 

Problem-Oriented Policing.  New policing methods have redesigned the way officers patrol 
their communities and provide services.  Traditionally, police work was incident-oriented.  When 
an incident occurred, police responded.  Professor Herman Goldstein, of the University of Wis-
consin-Madison Law School, developed the concept of “problem-oriented policing”.  Through 
this method, a department investigates and analyzes factors common to a group of incidents and 
then creates a set of responses for those problems.  This approach is applied both to criminal in-
vestigations and to societal problems, such as noise or crowd problems, youth disturbances on 
public buses or public drunkenness.  It seeks solutions that control the causes of the current prob-
lem, thus aiming to prevent similar incidents in the future.  In problem-oriented policing, police 
departments work closely with public and nonprofit organizations in education and rehabilita-
tion programs. It does not eliminate problems but seeks their early identification and control, 
much as blood-pressure monitoring seeks to control hypertension. 

Community-Oriented Policing.  Some police departments have adopted “community-ori-
ented policing”, sometimes referred to as “community-based policing”. This approach changes 
the relationship between the officer and the citizens by focusing on close contact between police 
officers and members of the community with the goal of preventing crime, rather than simply 
reacting to it.  Officers establish a relationship with the community, sometimes through a perma-
nent walking beat, and they cooperate with public and nonprofit agencies in programs and ser-
vices aimed at preventing crime.  In turn, citizens become the “eyes and ears” of the police de-
partment by identifying criminals or potential criminal actions.  Community-oriented policing 
does not transform police officers into social workers or citizens into police officers, but it aims 
to establish a closer relationship between the police and the community they serve. 

Financial Problems.  The financial pressures facing local governments have had an impact 
on police departments.  Although federal funding for police officers has helped recently, many 
communities have held staffing levels constant or even decreased them while population grew. 
At the same time, the past two decades have seen increases in drug use, drug-related crimes, vio-
lent juvenile offenders, the use of weapons and generally more serious crime. 

Reduced staffing means that citizens must wait longer for police to respond to nonemergency 
calls, and in some communities they may have to complete their own reports for less serious 
crimes or misdemeanors.  Commanding officers, who should be supervising younger officers or 
new recruits or investigating crimes, must instead serve as patrol officers.  Dispatch and 911 cen-
ters also feel the pressure, as they must assign and queue calls to a smaller number of officers. 
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Fire Services 
Typically, we think of the fire department when we see firefighters at the scene of a fire or 

an emergency vehicle hurrying to the scene of an accident.  However, fire departments do far 
more. Much of fire service work today involves preventing fires and educating the public about 
fire prevention and suppression. 

Fire prevention was an early concern of Wisconsin settlers because the wood-frame homes 
in settled areas were susceptible to spreading fires.  The tragic Peshtigo forest fire of October 
1871 killed over one thousand people and burned across a half dozen counties.  In terms of loss 
of life, it was far more devastating than the better-known Great Chicago Fire, which ironically 
occurred on the same day, and it became the stark example of how easily fire could destroy entire 
settlements.  Milwaukee was one of the first cities in the nation to make fire prevention a part 
of a firefighter’s responsibilities.  Firefighters were assigned to building inspections in 1877, and 
an inspection bureau was established in 1915. 

Statutory Requirements for Fire Protection.  In Wisconsin, the separate municipal gov-
ernments are responsible for providing fire protection within their jurisdictions.  All cities must 
have a fire chief, but there is no statutory mandate that they provide fire protection services.  Vil-
lages of 5,500 or more and all towns must provide fire protection service. 

As mentioned in the previous section on police services, cities of 4,000 population and over 
must have a police and fire commission.  The commission provides the same oversight to the fire 
department as it does to the police department by appointing the chief and supervising personnel 
activities and disciplinary actions. 

Villages of 5,500 or more must provide fire protection by organizing a fire department, con-
tracting with another municipality to offer the service, creating a joint department with a neigh-
boring municipality or using a private fire company.  Villages with their own departments must 
have a police and fire commission; those operating departments jointly with other municipalities 
must have a joint commission, sometimes referred to as a fire district.  The joint provision of fire 
services is very common.  According to figures from the Wisconsin Department of Industry, La-
bor and Human Relations (DILHR), the state had 1,849 municipalities in 1993 but only 872 state-
certified, local fire departments.  Many departments served more than one municipality.  Fire de-
partments in villages and small cities typically provide fire protection to surrounding towns. 

In order to provide required fire protection, towns may establish their own fire departments 
or contract with other municipalities, persons or organizations for fire protection. A single town 
may receive fire services from several different providers; this happens in about 25% of the 
towns.  Town government can fund fire protection through a special assessment, the general tax 
levy or by billing a property owner directly. 

Types of Fire Departments and Staffing.  Wisconsin statutes identify six principal types 
of fire departments, although only five of them currently operate in the state: 

Full-time fire departments are staffed entirely by personnel who work full-time.  Most of 
these departments also staff emergency medical or paramedic services, provide fire prevention 
programs, and conduct building inspection and equipment maintenance services.  In 1993, ac-
cording to DILHR, full-time fire departments existed in 39 municipalities, including all 18 of the 
cities with populations over 35,000. 

Combination or part-paid fire departments have some full-time firefighters and some paid-
on-call or volunteer members. The paid-on-call members are paid wages plus reimbursements, 
and the volunteers receive reimbursements for training expenses or per diem payment for the ac-
tual suppression of fires.  The part-time members usually assist only in suppressing fires, while 
full-time firefighters are further involved in fire inspection, prevention and education, and main-
tenance of vehicles and equipment.  Fifty-eight municipalities, most between 7,000 and 35,000 
population, have this kind of department. 

Volunteer fire departments have no full-time firefighters, but they may use paid-on-call fire-
fighters, as well as volunteers.  Volunteer departments sometimes employ a fire chief or fire in-
spector who is paid an annual salary or stipend.  Because a volunteer may not be available when 



150 WISCONSIN BLUE BOOK 1997 – 1998 

needed, three volunteers need to be on the department roster in order to assure that at least one 
volunteer is available to respond to a fire.  Auxiliary firefighters offer an alternative to full-time 
or volunteer staffing.  These are part-time firefighters who are paid on a part-time basis. They 
may be employed full-time by another municipal department and leave those duties temporarily 
when required to fight a fire. 

Chapter 213 fire departments are based on a contractual relationship between a municipality 
and a group of private individuals who have formed a fire department for the protection of prop-
erty in rural areas.  These private organizations handle their own budgets, expenses, wages and 
salaries, and general administration.  They often were formed prior to the incorporation of the 
municipality and continue to provide services after incorporation.  While Chapter 213 depart-
ments may depend on municipalities for some administrative services, they are not protected 
from liability as are other municipal fire departments.  They also are covered by federal OSHA 
regulations, rather than Wisconsin’s more liberal health and safety regulations, which were es-
tablished for local fire departments by the Wisconsin Department of Commerce. 

Chapter 181 nonstock nonprofit corporations are common in Wisconsin, especially in more 
rural areas served by fire districts.  These departments are managed by a board of directors and 
operate more independently from their municipalities than do Chapter 213 departments. 

Chapter 180 stock corporations are the fifth type of fire department. Their major difference 
from Chapter 181 organizations is that they may issue stock and disburse profits to stockholders. 
While private fire departments of this sort are popular in the southwestern part of the United 
States, there is no such department currently operating in Wisconsin. 

Firefighter Training Requirements.  The DILHR report estimated there were 23,400 fire-
fighters in Wisconsin in 1993. Because of the variety of fire departments, there is no uniform 
set of training requirements for firefighters, except in the case of full-time, career service fire-
fighters who must be certified.  Municipalities may provide their own training program, but the 
smaller ones usually rely on the Wisconsin Technical College System to train and certify their 
personnel. Firefighter candidates must learn not only the science and mechanics of suppressing 
fires and using fire equipment but also the basics of building inspection and of responding to 
emergency and hazardous materials situations.  In addition, firefighter training includes continu-
ing education in which senior firefighters improve their skills or learn more advanced ones. 

Cities and villages individually establish their own selection and training requirements by 
ordinance. In addition to determining the method of selection and responsibilities of the fire 
chief, the ordinance must establish the process by which firefighters are selected and terminated, 
how they will be paid and what training is required of them.  The ordinance must also specify 
municipal responsibility for losses and claims resulting from the actions of firefighters. 

The work schedule for full-time firefighters is unique among municipal employes.  Because 
they typically work a 24-hour-on, 24-hour-off shift, putting in 48 to 56 hours a week, fire stations 
must provide housing accommodations for their personnel.  To economize, some municipalities 
have tried to locate certain services, such as voter registration or bicycle licensing, at the fire sta-
tions, where firefighters can handle them while waiting for emergency calls. 

With the improvement in both fire prevention and fire suppression, full-time firefighters 
spend less time actually fighting fires and more time in fire inspection and education, training, 
and equipment maintenance.  Municipalities establish commercial and residential building 
codes to prevent fires or limit their spread, and the fire department is responsible for assuring 
that those codes are obeyed. 

Firefighting  Equipment.  Firefighting has become more sophisticated and more expensive 
in recent years.  Specialized equipment includes alarms, communications (911 or dispatch ser-
vices), fire and emergency vehicles (pumpers, hook-and-ladder trucks, command vehicles, and 
ambulances or emergency medical service vehicles) and protective equipment worn by firefight-
ers, such as self-contained breathing apparatus. 

Fire trucks, which are generally custom-built by specialized companies, require 7 to 10 
months to design and build at costs up to $500,000 per vehicle.  Smaller departments, which rely 
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on volunteers and have more limited staff, may need more expensive vehicles that can perform 
a number of functions.  Finding the money in a smaller municipal budget to purchase such spe-
cialized equipment can be difficult. 

The Cost of Fire Service.  The cost of fire service varies among municipalities and accord-
ing to the type of fire department serving the community.  It also depends on the range of services 
that department offers: for example, whether it provides ambulance/emergency medical service 
or relies on a private provider.  In a 1992 WTA study, Green Bay reported the highest fire service 
cost of $143.33 per capita.  For cities of greater than 30,000 population, the lowest per-capita 
cost was in Greenfield at $57.86.  Because salary and benefits for fire service employes make 
up the major portion of a fire department’s budget, per capita costs generally are linked to the 
number of full-time employes.  The average per-capita cost for departments with full-time staff 
in 1992 was $99.01, while the cost for departments with part-time personnel was about one-third 
of that at $36.02. 

Emergency Services and Disaster Planning.  Local governments traditionally are the first 
line of response in emergencies, even in the case of very large disasters, such as extensive flood-
ing or tornado damage that can draw on state or federal government resources.  Although various 
municipal employes, including public works employes or administrative staff, may be called to 
assist in an emergency, the police and fire department personnel are generally the “first respond-
ers”, as the law describes those trained to provide emergency medical care to the sick, disabled 
or injured before the ambulance arrives.  Increasingly, they must be trained to deal with a wide 
ranging variety of emergencies: fires and explosions; gas leaks or the potential danger from 
transported hazardous materials; paralyzing snowstorms, floods, tornadoes and other natural di-
sasters; industrial accidents; civil disorders; and medical assistance to accident or disaster vic-
tims. 

Many full-time fire departments in Wisconsin provide emergency medical services (EMS). 
In smaller communities without a fire department, these services may be provided by the police 
or sheriff’s department or by private providers.  An EMS program requires ambulances and spe-
cialized rescue equipment, plus extensive training for personnel.  For example, advanced EMS 
personnel, also known as paramedics, often have 1,000 hours or more of training.  Access to ad-
vanced emergency medical services increases the likelihood that victims of accidents or other 
trauma incidents will survive. 

Another significant challenge for public safety officers is responding to hazardous materials 
accidents.  The train derailments in Superior in 1994 and in Weyauwega in 1996 were headline 
stories, demonstrating the special performance requirements for hazardous materials (“hazmat”) 
teams. On a day-to-day basis, hazmat teams respond to a variety of dangerous situations: the 
spilling of petroleum products on a freeway, the release of noxious gases in a university laborato-
ry, the investigation of suspicious containers leaking an unknown substance and many others. 
These teams are responsible for regions of the state, rather than for individual local government 
units.  Thus, they require the cooperation and support of the local governments served by the 
teams.  The highly specialized training and equipment required by the teams are funded by fees 
collected and distributed by the state. 

7.  PROTECTING THE WELF ARE AND HEAL TH OF WISCONSIN’S CITIZENS 

Local governments provide a variety of services that affect the well-being of their residents, 
particularly the more vulnerable members of society.  In Wisconsin, these human service pro-
grams are organized primarily at the county level, and they covered more than 380,000 persons 
in 1995, including people who are elderly, physically handicapped, or mentally ill and children 
in need of protection or services.  They also include health programs designed to protect the pop-
ulace as a whole, as well as those who are unable to provide for their own care. 

At $1.1 billion statewide, the cost of human services accounted for 47.2% of all county ex-
penditures in 1995, while cities spent 2.1% and villages and towns less than 1% on such services. 
In most cases, the counties are acting as administrative agents for federal and state programs that 
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are funded by those governments and controlled by state and federal law. The counties may con-
tract with private agencies to administer the services, but state and federal requirements still gov-
ern the programs. 

Administering County Human Services 

Each county board of supervisors must provide for the delivery of human services by select-
ing one of the organizational structures permitted by law.  A county may integrate its human ser-
vices under a single human services department, headed by a county human services board and 
a county director of human services.  This option is currently exercised by 40 counties. 

The remaining 32 counties have separate social service departments. Counties may choose 
to create separate boards to oversee 1) social services, 2) mental health and substance abuse ser-
vices (known by their statutory section number as 51.42 services) and 3) developmental disabili-
ties services (51.437 services).  Thirty counties combine their delivery of mental health and sub-
stance abuse programs with services for the developmentally disabled.  Rock and Lincoln 
Counties each operate two boards, one for mental health and substance abuse and the other for 
the developmentally disabled. 

Counties may also create multicounty departments to provide the services described, and 
there currently are four multicounty boards that serve 13 counties for mental health and develop-
mental disabilities programs. 

In Wisconsin’s early history, many of today’s human services were left to families and pri-
vate charities.  Those who were destitute or abandoned, especially the elderly, might be assigned 
to county farms or county poorhouses.  Children who had nowhere else to go were sent to orphan-
ages.  In the late decades of the 19th century, Wisconsin developed public institutions to care for 
the mentally ill, to offer schooling for the blind and the deaf, and to provide homes for juvenile 
delinquents. In the 20th century Wisconsin proved to be a pioneer in programs that offered aid 
to children and services for the elderly outside of institutions.  With the advent of the New Deal 
in the 1930s, federal, state and local governments combined to assume a larger role in providing 
service and income support to people in need of assistance. 

Modern human services may be divided into three basic categories: income assistance pro-
grams, which pay cash benefits or distribute vouchers to the needy for housing and food; social 
services, which provide nonhealth services to those who are elderly or disabled, children, fami-
lies, and those with mental disorders or disabilities; and public health functions that protect the 
population in general. 

Income Assistance 

In the 20th century, the major change in public assistance came with passage of the Social 
Security Act of 1935, a law initiated in part by a group of University of Wisconsin economists 
who advised the Roosevelt Administration.  In addition to the better-known program that pro-
vided income assistance for elderly and disabled persons, the act created the forerunner of Aid 
to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC).  Originally titled Aid to Dependent Children, the 
program was designed to keep a family together in cases where the income from its principal 
wage earner was lost through death, desertion or disability.  The program was expanded consider-
ably in the 1960s as part of the federal government’s antipoverty campaign.  Other antipoverty 
programs included the federal food stamp program and Medical Assistance (commonly called 
“Medicaid”). 

General Relief. Between January 1, 1983, and January 1, 1996, the state required counties 
to operate general relief programs to provide reasonable and necessary assistance through cash, 
checks, vouchers, commodities or services to indigent individuals in need of food, clothing, 
housing and medical care.  Prior to 1983, counties or municipalities had been entirely responsible 
for organizing and funding their own general relief efforts, and with over 600 jurisdictions con-
ducting these services, the program standards and eligibility requirements varied considerably. 

In the period 1983-1996, the state provided partial reimbursement for general relief and 
mandated greater uniformity in the program’s eligibility standards and minimum benefits.  In cal-
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endar year 1995, the last year of the general relief reimbursement program, the state reimbursed 
41.2% of general relief costs through a combination of state tax dollars and federal Medical As-
sistance funding. Milwaukee County accounted for 77% of the $28.0 million counties received 
that year. 

1995 Wisconsin Act 27 repealed the partial reimbursement program and replaced it with an 
optional block grant program under which counties provide matching funds and require recipi-
ents of nonmedical benefits to participate in a work component.  (Milwaukee County may use 
its grant money for medical care only; other counties can apply it to both medical and nonmedical 
services.)  Forty-three counties were participating in the block grant program as of January 1997, 
with 39 providing both nonmedical benefits and nonemergency medical care.  Eight other coun-
ties were providing some form of general relief without state assistance. 

AFDC and W-2.  Welfare reform became a controversial political issue in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s.  Policymakers and the public came to believe that the welfare system was not work-
ing.  While many AFDC recipients stayed on the rolls for less than a year, it appeared that an in-
creasing number were completely dependent on welfare and that it was becoming an intergenera-
tional problem.  Of the open cases in November 1996 in Wisconsin, 35.6%  of the households 
had received assistance for one year or less, but 17% had depended on the program for over five 
years.  These figures do not indicate the average length of time households received assistance 
nor do they account for households that come and go from the assistance rolls.  There was in-
creasing concern, however, that AFDC was becoming a long-range support program, rather than 
a means of transition. 

The number of AFDC cases in Wisconsin has been cut in half over the last decade.  The case-
load dropped from 96,900 cases in October 1986 to 47,088 in November 1996. Those 1996 cases 
covered a total of 134,412 recipients, 54% of whom where under age 11. This drop was due to 
a combination of factors, but the principal causes were changes in AFDC regulations and a strong 
economy. 

Following a partial veto by Governor Tommy Thompson, the 1987 budget cut AFDC bene-
fits by 5.9%, effective September 1, 1988, and froze them at a specific dollar amount.  Because 
of inflation, the freeze meant the value of a monthly payment of $517 to a family of three in 1987 
had declined by 28% in 1994 (when its purchasing power dropped to an equivalent of $396 in 
1987 dollars). 

After experimenting with a variety of pilot programs, the Wisconsin Legislature voted in its 
1993 session to repeal the AFDC program completely by the end of the decade.  In its next session 
it replaced AFDC with the Wisconsin Works (W-2) program in 1995 Wisconsin Act 289.  That 
enactment is scheduled for full implementation by September 1, 1997. 

A W-2 participant must be a custodial parent who is at least age 18 years of age.  W-2 partici-
pants are expected to seek unsubsidized employment in order to be eligible for assistance.  If un-
successful, they will be required to work in W-2 jobs subsidized by government.  Under the new 
program, the monthly cash benefit will depend on the type of placement and the number of hours 
worked, unlike the AFDC payment which was determined by family size.  (Food stamps, howev-
er, will continue to be distributed on the basis of income and family size.)  The W-2 program pro-
vides child care assistance, and some educational and transportation aid may be available.  Wis-
consin’s program proposed to eliminate Medical Assistance for W-2 participants and replace it 
with a health coverage program in cases where W-2 families lacked employer-paid insurance, 
but the federal government refused to grant the waiver necessary to allow the change.  A partici-
pant’s benefits are limited to a lifetime total of 60 months, with extensions permitted in some 
cases. 

At the state level, the W-2 program is administered by the Department of Workforce Devel-
opment (DWD), rather than the Department of Health and Family Services, which previously 
handled AFDC.  Initially, DWD must contract with the counties to administer W-2 if they meet 
specified caseload performance standards. Each contract will cover a period of at least two years 
from the date the program is implemented in the county and will contain performance-based in-
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centives established by DWD.  If a county has a JOBS agency, the county must offer a subcontract 
to it for administration of W-2 employment programs.  If a county decides not to become a W-2 
provider, its program will be contracted to private providers. 

W-2 ends the entitlement aspect of AFDC assistance.  Participants will no longer automati-
cally receive cash payments because they fit into certain categories and meet prescribed income 
requirements.  Human or social service department case workers will be known as “financial em-
ployment planners”, and they will assist participants in finding jobs.  This significantly changes 
the case workers’ role in their serving clients. 

After the initial contracts with the counties expire, the state is authorized to enter into con-
tracts with any party wishing to become a W-2 agency within whatever geographic areas DWD 
determines.  This feature could permit a major reorganization of income assistance administra-
tion after the turn of the century. 

Federal Changes in Assistance Programs.  Shortly after Wisconsin enacted W-2, the feder-
al government completely revamped AFDC nationwide.  The federal Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 replaced the AFDC and JOBS program with 
a block grant program, called Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), that featured 
many of the elements contained in W-2, which has become the national pilot for welfare reform. 
In addition, the federal act added work requirements for food stamp recipients, made some 
changes in allowable deductions from income, and added sanctions that would reduce food 
stamp allotments for program violations and failure to comply with employment and training re-
quirements. 

Social Services 
Most social services are provided by the counties.  They vary from county to county and may 

cover a broad range of assistance.  Counties offer home services, such as in-home care, home-de-
livered meals, and transportation to permit the elderly and disabled to remain in their own homes. 
Investigations and protective services are provided in child abuse and neglect cases.  Juveniles 
who have been adjudicated delinquent benefit from an array of community services, including 
supervision, aftercare, counseling and restitution projects.  Children in need of alternate care can 
receive short-term shelter care, foster care, group home placements, or placements in child car-
ing institutions.  Institutional and community-support services are available for the mentally ill, 
the alcohol or other drug abuse dependent, and the developmentally disabled.  Some federal 
funding can be used for emergency housing assistance for low-income families. 

Most of the funding for social services comes from the federally and state-funded “commu-
nity aids” program, administered by the Wisconsin Department of Health and Family Services 
(DHFS).  In fact, community aids constitute the largest source of state assistance to counties.  In 
1996, counties received $327.8 million in community aids, with about one-third of that amount 
paid out of federal block grant funds and two-thirds coming from state general purpose revenues. 
(This amount exceeded 1996 state shared revenues, the next largest appropriation to the counties, 
by $139 million.) 

The major portion (94%) of community aids are paid to a county in the form of a “basic 
county allocation” that can be spent on any eligible service.  The rest is divided into categorical 
aid allocations: substance abuse prevention and treatment (SAPT), the Alzheimer ’s Family and 
Caregiver Support Program, the community mental health block grant, and the family support 
program.  (The state categorical grants for child care will be consolidated under the W-2 pro-
gram.) 

With some exceptions, counties are required by statute to match 9.89% of state and federal 
community aids funding.  Most counties provide funds in excess of the required match.  In 1995, 
for example, all but four counties overmatched the state spending requirement. 

Aside from funding received from state and federal aid and local taxes, counties sometimes 
charge fees for certain services.  Charges for adult family home care, foster and group home care, 
detoxification, and child institutional care are mandatory, while fees for shelter care in domestic 
abuse emergencies, juvenile supervision, and crisis intervention counseling are optional.  In 
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some cases, such as congregate or home delivered meals funded by the federal Older Americans 
Act, nonmedical day care services and child abuse and neglect services, state or federal law pro-
hibits charges. 

Not all social services are delivered or administered by the counties.  Some, such as family 
planning, homeless shelters, and assistance for domestic abuse victims, are provided by private 
nonprofit agencies under contract with DHFS.  Other programs are funded through private con-
tributions and community fund-raising activities. In addition, some cities fund other programs 
through their own social service departments. For example, they may operate youth centers or 
senior day care centers, offer recreational programs, or provide employment or financial coun-
seling. 

Medical Assistance.  DHFS administers the Medical Assistance program, which operates 
according to federal law and currently is financed by federal (59%) and state (41%) funding.  The 
state makes payments directly to medical providers, but  counties must determine who is eligible 
for MA and inform them of their rights.  MA coverage is available only to low-income pregnant 
women; members of low-income families with dependent children; and the aged, blind, and dis-
abled.  The counties are responsible for recovery of incorrect payments, authorization of pay-
ments for certain mental health benefits, establishing a program of medical support liability, and 
health insurance reporting. 

Community Options Program.  Counties administer the Community Options Program 
(COP), which screens people at risk of entering a nursing home or state center for the develop-
mentally disabled to see if their long-term care needs can be met through community-based ser-
vices instead.  In addition to these assessments, COP provides funding for certain services to low-
income persons. 

A county lead agency, designated by the county board, conducts client assessments, pro-
vides case management, and arranges for the COP services.  As of January 1, 1996, more than 
10,600 persons were receiving services from the state funded COP-R (regular COP) program and 
its sister program COP-W, which is funded by state funds and federal MA moneys.  Because of 
limited funding, 8,834 more persons were on county lists awaiting COP services. 

Child  Support Payments.  As the number of single-parent families has increased, the collec-
tion of child support payments has become an important social service.  According to the 1990 
U.S. Census, 12% of Wisconsin’s children under age 18 and 16% of those under age 5 lived in 
households with income below the federal poverty level.  In the case of households headed by 
female single parents, the number of children in poverty rose to 43% of those under age 18 and 
62% of those under age 5. Child support enforcement is designed generally to provide adequate 
financial and medical support for children.  It also helps to reduce public assistance spending for 
single-parent families. 

Using federal and state funding, DWD contracts with Wisconsin counties to enforce child 
support at the local level.  County responsibilities include determining paternity, establishing 
child support and medical support orders, enforcing those orders, and collecting and  disbursing 
child support payments.  Enforcement involves the cooperative efforts of corporation counsels, 
private attorneys, clerks of court, sheriff’s offices and other officials. 

The federal government reimburses up to two-thirds of the costs incurred by the state and 
counties in collecting child support payments, and it rewards those programs that operate in a 
cost-effective manner.  State funding also offers incentives to county child support agencies that 
increase their efforts to establish paternity and collect support in both AFDC and non-AFDC 
cases.  In the 1995 fiscal year, 21 counties actually generated federal and state reimbursements 
in excess of their enforcement expenditures, while 51 counties provided local funds to support 
their child support enforcement programs. 

Youth Aids.  Counties are financially responsible for juvenile delinquency services, except 
in cases involving certain juveniles adjudged as serious or violent offenders and juveniles under 
DHFS guardianship at the time of adjudication.  Under the Community Youth and Family Aids 
program (commonly referred to as “youth aids”), each county is required to reimburse the state 
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for any juvenile who is under the jurisdiction of the court of the county and receives services from 
the Department of Corrections (DOC).  Counties receive an annual allocation of state and federal 
funds to pay for services related to juvenile delinquency problems, including institutional place-
ments, out-of-home placements and nonresidential community-based services.  They may sup-
plement these youth aids with funding from other sources, including community aids, county tax 
revenues and special grants. 

Youth aids originated in the 1979 state budget.  Prior to its creation, counties paid for commu-
nity-based juvenile programs, but the state assumed the costs for juveniles sent to the state’s se-
cured institutions.  The youth aids program changed the state’s obligation.  The state now allo-
cates the money to the county, which must, in turn, decide whether to spend it for institutional 
commitments or less costly community services. In creating youth aids, the legislature expected 
to decrease the counties’ incentive to use high-cost institutionalization for juveniles because the 
state no longer covered that cost directly. 

Youth aids allocations totaled $85.7 million in calendar year 1995.  About 44.3% of the fund-
ing ($38 million) was spent on placements in state-secured correctional facilities.  The remaining 
$47.7 was spent by the counties for supervision, alternate care in foster homes, group homes and 
child caring institutions, counseling, treatment, institution and community service, and family 
preservation programs. 

Mental Health.  Counties provide most of the services required by the mentally ill or mental-
ly disabled.  Since the 1960s, mental health advocates have opposed institutionalization of these 
persons, and the proportion of the mentally ill or developmentally disabled admitted to hospitals 
or state centers has declined.  Many of these individuals now receive services within the commu-
nity on an outpatient or short-term confinement bases.  Others are placed in day care, halfway 
houses or group homes, and some are able to participate in sheltered employment. 

Public Health 

According to the DHFS Center for Health Statistics, county, city and villages paid approxi-
mately 60% of all local  health expenditures in Wisconsin in 1995.  Another 26% came from state 
and federal aids and grants, and most of the remainder was raised through fees for services.  Local 
health departments perform a number of functions, including disease prevention and education, 
licensing and inspection of eating places, hotels, and motels; immunization and screening for 
diseases; laboratory services; and services to mothers and infants.  In addition to these public 
health services, a number of counties offer direct health care. In 1995, there were 10 county-
owned general medical and surgical hospitals and at least 50 county-owned home health agen-
cies, many of which include visiting nurse services.  Although municipalities have health depart-
ments, few operate hospitals or home health agencies. 

Changing circumstances may force counties and municipalities to meet new service de-
mands in the future. Medicare and Medical Assistance moved medical care of the poor from the 
public sector to private medical providers, but if funding were cut, local governments might have 
to resume part of the burden.  Increased unemployment could mean more families without em-
ployer-financed health insurance.  For some time, rural areas have experienced shortages of phy-
sicians and other health-care professionals.  In these cases, the burden often falls on school 
nurses, public health nurses and EMT personnel.  Government responsibility in these situations 
will  have to be defined by the taxpayers and their representatives. 

State Monitoring 

In 1995 the counties served almost 380,000 clients in their human resources programs at a 
cost of $1.1 billion.  Because both the state and federal government subsidize a major portion 
of these services, they require local units to account for their spending through planning, annual 
contracts and uniform reporting. The information filed includes the number of clients served, 
services rendered and dollars spent.  Often these reports are a prerequisite to further authoriza-
tion of aids.  Compiling required data has become a major task for local officials, but it does pro-
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vide the necessary information for future planning, budgeting and program revisions at the state 
and federal level. 

8.  LOCAL GOVERNMENT’S ROLE IN ENVIRONMENT AL PROTECTION 

The debates that have surfaced in the 1990s about land use, water and air quality, and solid 
waste disposal demonstrate that state-local cooperation is essential, but not easily achieved.  Un-
like the long-standing relationships in education or transportation, the links between state and 
local government are not as well established in environmental protection. In addition, the crucial 
role played by state and national regulators, as well as dependence on state and federal financial 
commitments, have become critical to local government. 

Environmental concerns gained the attention of the Wisconsin Legislature in the late 1960s 
as the issues became too big for individual local governments to manage.  The legislature began 
to enact new environmental policies, including the creation in 1967 of the Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR), which combined the Department of Conservation and the Department of Re-
source Development.  The new department was given authority to regulate solid waste disposal 
and air and water quality and was directed to develop an integrated program to protect the state’s 
natural resources. 

Planning and Land Use 

Localities use many techniques to encourage or discourage specific types of development 
and land use.  Examples include public financing of street, sewer and water extensions; purchase 
of park, recreation and industrial sites; tax and expenditure policies; enforcement of building, 
sanitation and housing codes; central city revitalization; and housing improvement programs. 
As the Wisconsin Strategic Growth Task Force noted, there are many options in land use, and 
every option has an effect on housing, the local tax base, municipal services, private property 
rights and environmental quality. 

State law authorizes Wisconsin cities, villages and certain towns to create a planning com-
mission to prepare a master plan for development within its jurisdiction.  Today, most cities and 
villages have established planning commissions, and some have developed comprehensive mas-
ter plans for future community development.  In recent years, a few municipalities have created 
joint planning commissions to work toward cooperative boundary agreements. 

Master plans reflect not only future continuation of current uses, but also projected commu-
nity needs and related land use. For example, a rapidly urbanizing community may need to plan 
for multiple-family or high-density housing, as well as educational, recreational and transporta-
tion services.  Master plans also establish zoning requirements for various parts of the communi-
ty and thus influence future industrial, residential and public-use development. 

Counties also may set up planning agencies.  Most counties have a planning body of some 
kind, but the majority do not have comprehensive plans to coordinate planning among various 
municipalities (although some have plans for sewer and water facilities, recreational areas, or 
streets and highways).  Achieving agreement among various governmental units as to the future 
uses of land is a difficult process. 

Land use planning was one focus of the legislature’s earliest environmental debates, espe-
cially the state’s role in local land use decisions.  This difficult problem, with its wide-ranging 
political implications, led to the formation of a variety of commissions. 

Reviewing the history of planning and land use, the Strategic Growth Task Force concluded: 

Currently, planning and zoning are voluntary tools for local government land use regula-
tion, and some units have opted not to employ these tools.  There are no standards for 
land use planning and no requirements that zoning follow planning.  Although land use 
reforms and an update of statutes have been strongly recommended several times in the 
past 40 years, comprehensive revision of Wisconsin’s land use legislation has never oc-
curred. This reflects the fact that most direct regulation of land use occurs at the local 
level and is decentralized among the various municipalities and counties. 
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30 Years of State Studies Covering Planning and Land Use 

1967	 Task Force on Local Government Finance and Organization (Tarr Task Force) – Among 
other government changes, recommended creation of a Boundary Review Board to ap-
prove all municipal boundary changes and creation of a task force to review laws related 
to urban and regional planning. 

1970	 Legislative Council Interim Committee on Local Government – Reviewed urban and re-
gional planning laws, as recommended by Tarr Task Force, and drafted statutory changes 
(1971 Assembly Bill 162, which failed to pass). 

1971	 Citizens’ Study Committee on Metropolitan Problems (Church Committee) – Recom-
mended enhanced role for regional planning commissions, including required approval 
for certain public and private projects; annual reporting to legislature; mandatory mem-
bership for local units; increased state funding; and assessment of “social and economic 
impact” of individual developments. 

1971	 Wisconsin Land Resources Committee (Knowles Committee) – Recommended creation 
of statewide standards and regulatory criteria for planning in cases where land use in-
volves significant state concerns, while respecting local governments’ concerns and ini-
tiatives. Proposed creation of a quasi-judicial state land appeal and review board (1973 
Assembly Bill 882, which failed to pass). 

1972	 Governor’s Study Committee on Mass Transit – Recommended creation of a state plan-
ning agency in the governor’s office; statewide and regional coordination of land use and 
transportation planning; and requiring local governments to adopt land use plans in order 
to receive state transportation aids. 

1975	 Assembly Committee on Municipalities, Subcommittee on Regional Planning (Wahner 
Committee) – Recommended county government as the building unit for regional plan-
ning because counties, as general purpose units of government, could implement plans 
and would be responsible to the voters.  State should mandate planning, but not a particular 
plan or type of planning organization.  State should create a single statewide planning 
agency and provide support to local planning agencies (1977 Assembly Bill 1305, which 
failed to pass). 

1977	 Commission on State-Local Relations and Financing Policy (Wallace Commission) – Rec-
ommendations included required local planning with plans submitted to county; county 
plans reviewed by state; and revision of municipal zoning. 

1982	 Legislative Council Special Committee on Interrelationship of Urban and Rural Policies 
– Recommended reform of tax laws to discourage urban sprawl and preserve agricultural 
land. 

1990	 Legislative Council Committee on Municipal Boundary and Related Issues – Recom-
mended statutory changes to allow municipal boundary change by cooperative plan and 
agreement. 

1994	 State Interagency Land Use Council – Recommended creation of a permanent, cabinet-
level interagency land use council to promote state-local cooperation and coordination be-
tween state agencies; creation of a statewide land use information system; county land use 
plans and municipal plans consistent with county plans; and independent zoning authority 
for towns. 

1995	 Wisconsin Strategic Growth Task Force – Created by the State Interagency Land Use 
Council to assist it by recommending processes for coordinating land use activities and 
defining issues arising between state agencies and local public and private interests. 

Regional Planning Commissions.  When land use problems are greater than individual mu-
nicipalities or counties can handle, a regional planning commission (RPC) may be formed.  RPCs 
were first authorized in the 1950s and they serve an advisory function.  They may conduct stud-
ies, develop plans for their areas, and assist county and intergovernmental planning efforts.  An 
RPC’s main statutory task is to propose a master plan for the physical development of the region, 
which the individual county or municipality may adopt in whole or in part. 
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Nine RPCs currently serve 67 of Wisconsin’s 72 counties, and they are funded from federal, 
state and local sources.  An RPC is created by executive order of the governor upon petition by 
the governing body of a local governing unit within the region.  A public hearing is required un-
less all governing bodies within the region have joined in the petition, and an RPC cannot be 
created unless the governing bodies signing the petition represent more than 50% of both the re-
gion’s population and its equalized valuation. 

Cooperative Planning.  In addition to formal planning commissions, 1991 Wisconsin Act 
269 permits municipalities to agree on boundary changes based on a cooperative plan that must 
be approved by the Department of Commerce. The purpose of a cooperative plan, according to 
the act, is to provide “coordinated, adjusted and harmonious development of the territory” that 
will  best promote public health, safety and general welfare, as well as efficient and economic 
development.  The agreements have proven useful in coordinating planning and land use be-
tween governmental units.  The first two such plans were established in Portage County by the 
Town of Plover and the City of Stevens Point and in Rock County by the Town of Rock and the 
City of Janesville.  The Plover-Stevens Point agreement extended municipal sewer and water ser-
vice to an existing residential subdivision in the town.  The Rock-Janesville agreement grew out 
of concerns about highway construction and was designed to help Janesville expand “in an order-
ly, sequential, no gaps, no leapfrogging manner”. 

Cooperative planning also may occur as a result of court stipulation.  If any two adjacent 
municipalities are involved in a court action related to incorporation, annexation, consolidation 
or detachment, they may cooperatively settle upon a common boundary, and the court may enter 
a judgment affirming that boundary.  (A referendum may be necessary if the required number 
of electors request it, and a negative result would void the court order.) Fixing boundaries by 
court judgment is more flexible than the procedure for cooperative boundary agreements.  This 
flexibility,  plus the power of the court to apply some pressure in the process, encourages coopera-
tive planning. 

Zoning 

A local government can exercise its police powers to tell landowners what they can or cannot 
do with their property, provided its action complies with federal constitutional limitations.  (A 
government’s “police power” is its authority to pass laws or ordinances that will provide for the 
general comfort, health and prosperity of the community.)  Through zoning, local government 
divides its territory into districts or zones where particular uses or activities are permitted or pro-
hibited.  Zoning thus becomes an integral part of land use planning because it establishes the lim-
its within which land can be developed.  For example, if you live in an area that is zoned residen-
tial, you can be prevented from operating certain kinds of businesses out of your home. 

The four major zoning types are residential, commercial, industrial and agricultural.  Within 
a zone, a particular use may be permitted, conditional or nonconforming.  “Permitted use” is con-
sistent with the type of zone, such as housing in residential areas or farming in agricultural areas. 
A “conditional use” may be inconsistent but compatible with the zone: a stable on agricultural 
land or a nursing home or day care center in a residential area, for example. “Nonconforming 
use” is both inconsistent and incompatible with the zone but may be allowed because it existed 
at the time the land was zoned.  For example, a tavern or gasoline station might be allowed to 
remain in a new residential zone on the conditions that it cannot be developed or improved and 
that this exception terminates if the property is sold to another owner.  Zoning ordinances some-
times are amended to change allowable uses within a zone or for a particular parcel of land. 

Any development of a parcel of property, even the addition to or remodeling of a home, re-
quires a permit from the municipality or the county to ensure that property owners comply with 
existing zoning requirements.  If the permit is denied, the owner may appeal the decision to the 
city or village board of appeals or the town or county board of adjustment.  These quasi-judicial 
citizen boards act to balance the interests of the community as a whole with those of the individu-
al property owners.  The board may uphold or reverse the decision of the zoning agency, and the 
board’s decision, in turn, may be appealed to the circuit court. 
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Zoning initially was designed to manage growth within urban areas, so that residential areas 
and areas of business and commerce could be kept separate.  The City of Milwaukee adopted the 
first comprehensive zoning ordinance in the state in 1920. Today, virtually all cities have zoning 
ordinances.  Three-quarters of the villages have zoning ordinances, and those without are small 
units. 

Counties are authorized to enact a general zoning ordinance that applies only to unincorpo-
rated areas, i.e. towns.  However, the ordinance can apply to a particular town only if the town 
board approves it.  The town must enact the ordinance without change and it may not withdraw 
its approval at a later date. Eighty percent of all counties have established general zoning ordi-
nances; those that have not are generally located in more heavily urbanized areas (southeast Wis-
consin or the Fox River Valley) or are sparsely populated (northern Wisconsin). 

State law does not give towns zoning authority unless they are located in a county without 
a county-wide zoning plan and follow a complicated statutory process.  (There are some excep-
tions in the case of town boards authorized to exercise village powers, but the town’s proposed 
zoning ordinance must be approved by the county board.) 

The state also has established both general and specific standards for zoning.  For example, 
the state requires a flood plain ordinance in municipalities and counties to prevent construction 
in areas that are subject to flooding.  All counties and municipalities must protect wetlands, 
which are identified as areas where there is sufficient permanent water to support aquatic vegeta-
tion.  They must enact ordinances that place wetlands of five or more acres in a shoreland-wet-
land zoning district.  Concern about water quality has led to debate about the type of septic system 
to permit in zoning unsewered areas. 

Allowing a governmental unit to zone its territory makes sense, but effective zoning requires 
coordination between neighboring communities to be sure that land use is consistent and compat-
ible.  This can become difficult if there are a large number of adjacent government units with in-
dependent zoning authority.  In the past 20 years, regional zoning has become increasingly im-
portant as a tool to manage suburban and rural growth and development.  Counties have used 
zoning to discourage isolated settlement; preserve agricultural or recreational land; or control 
development within endangered ecosystems. 

Brownfields 

In some cases, prudent land use may call for reclamation as well as preservation, and Wis-
consin has recognized these efforts through “brownfield” legislation.  “Brownfields” are sites 
that have been contaminated by leaking gasoline storage tanks or industrial wastes.  They are 
often located in urban industrial corridors that are now abandoned or underutilized. A corner 
gas station or an abandoned manufacturing facility can be a brownfield.  Within urban areas, 
brownfields create problems for adjoining neighborhoods and may even result in urban sprawl 
as residents seek to move away from this undesirable land.  Most developers are unwilling to 
renovate such properties because they fear environmental remediation required by the state and 
federal governments will be costly and time-consuming and they are attracted to new develop-
ment in suburban or rural areas. 

The Wisconsin Legislature understood the importance of recycling these properties, and in 
1994 it passed the Land Recycling Law (1993 Wisconsin Act 453).  This legislation encourages 
environmental cleanups in preference to further development of “greenspaces”.  The state en-
courages local governments to take title to environmentally contaminated land and restore it to 
productive use by exempting municipalities from remedial action in certain cases.  State efforts 
now have the backing of the federal government, which supports local government cleanups 
through its EPA Brownfields Initiative. 

Solid Waste Recycling 

Solid waste management includes both the disposal of garbage and trash in landfills and the 
reduction or recycling of waste by removing material from the solid waste stream.  Some cities 
began recycling before it was required by state law.  The City of Madison has been recycling 



THE CHANGING WORLD OF WISCONSIN LOCAL GOVERNMENT 161 

newspaper from the curbside since September 1968, reportedly longer than any other city in the 
nation.  Statewide action dates from 1990, when Wisconsin began to apply regulation and finan-
cial incentives to encourage or require all municipalities and counties to recycle (1989 Wiscon-
sin Act 335). It progressively banned certain materials from landfills across the state: lead acid 
batteries, waste oil and major appliances, beginning January 1, 1991; yard waste, beginning Jan-
uary 3, 1993; and aluminium containers, steel and bimetal cans, foam polystyrene packaging, 
glass and plastic containers, newspapers, magazines, corrugated paper, office paper and tires, 
beginning January 1, 1995.  By 1997, the Department of Natural Resources estimated that the 
state’s recycling law had reduced the solid waste that reached Wisconsin’s landfills by 40%. 

Under Wisconsin’s recycling laws, a city, village or town, or in some cases a county, is identi-
fied as the “responsible unit” for developing and operating recycling programs.  As an alterna-
tive, several municipalities may combine to form a single responsible unit.  Each responsible unit 
must operate an effective recycling program that is approved by the DNR and provides for the 
separation, preparation and collection of recyclables.  A unit without such a program may be re-
fused access to landfill or incinerator disposal and is not eligible for state recycling grants. As 
of November 1996, there were 1,080 responsible units, including 34 counties, 1,015 municipali-
ties or tribes, and 31 joint municipal operations. The largest unit was the City of Milwaukee and 
the smallest the Town of Kingston (Juneau County), population 58. 

Beginning in 1997, the law requires that a volume-based fee, rather than a flat fee, be charged 
for garbage collected from individuals or businesses, but counties and municipalities that collect 
at least 25% of their solid waste as recyclables are not required to charge the volume-based fee. 
Volume-based fees, which are user fees based on the amount of garbage generated, are difficult 
to implement and enforce.  Although there are approximately 300 volume-based programs oper-
ating currently, Wisconsin communities traditionally prefer to rely on the simpler flat fees and 
property taxes, so it is expected they will be motivated to meet the 25% recycling minimum. 

Responsible units must provide for the separation and processing of the recyclables they col-
lect from local residencies at the curbside. (In 1995, nearly half the state’s population was served 
by curbside collection.)  Some communities ask the individual resident to separate the various 
metal, plastic and paper recyclables, and they often provide specific containers for the different 
types.  Other communities collect co-mingled recyclables and then separate them at a central fa-
cility.  Owners of industrial, commercial and government buildings and multifamily dwellings 
of more than four units must contract privately for pickup and recycling. 

Responsible units may collect and separate recyclables on their own or may contract with 
a private company to provide these services.  In fact, recycling has turned out to be a testing 
ground for many new governmental activities, including privatization, cooperative agreements 
and developing new competencies, such as marketing through private companies. 

The financing of local recycling efforts is uncertain.  Because state aids do not cover all the 
costs, the responsibility for recycling is a partially unfunded state mandate, and if the state ceases 
to provide financial assistance to municipalities, as envisioned, recycling will become a com-
pletely unfunded mandate. Municipal costs can vary significantly depending on the market for 
recycled products.  These markets have been very volatile in the past several years, and munici-
palities have found it necessary to subsidize their own recycling. 

Managing Landfills and Hazardous Waste 

Another important issue in solid waste management is the disposal in landfills of materials 
not covered by recycling mandates.  Throughout most of this century, there were hundreds of 
small landfills, generally known as “dumps”, operated by municipalities or groups of private 
landowners.  In the last decade, state and federal laws have set strict limits on landfill construc-
tion and operation in order to protect the groundwater near the landfills.  As a result, most small, 
local landfills have been closed, and local governments must either spend considerable money 
to build new landfills or contract with other governmental units or private contractors for the dis-
posal of solid waste.  According to the DNR, 1,025 landfills were licensed to operate in the period 
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October 1984 to October 1986, but only 95 landfills were licensed for October 1996 to October 
1998. 

State regulation of landfills was made more difficult by the U.S. Supreme Court decision in 
City of Philadelphia v. New Jersey, 95 S.Ct. 2531 (1978). The court held that a state could not 
prohibit the importation of solid waste from outside the state, because to do so would be regulat-
ing interstate commerce, a power reserved to the U.S. Congress.  This can have significant effect 
on municipal landfills near the state’s borders.  For example, Illinois is one of five states which 
exports more than 1 million tons of municipal solid waste per year.  On the other hand, some land-
fill operators see the move to fewer landfills, which operate under stricter state and federal guide-
lines and accept waste from both in-state and out-of-state handlers, as an opportunity to protect 
the environment while encouraging local industrial development. 

Hazardous household waste also has become a concern to local governments.  Businesses 
and industries must conform to state and federal hazardous waste laws, but materials picked up 
from individual residences are harder to control.  The disposal of motor oil, paints, solvents, pes-
ticides and household cleaning agents in landfills are of particular concern.  Inappropriate dis-
posal can harm the biological environment or contaminate water supplies.  Local governments 
have attempted to respond to this problem either by implementing “Clean Sweep” days, on which 
they collect hazardous household waste at the curbside, or by providing convenient drop-off sites 
throughout the year.  Local governments may decide to offset the costs of disposing of hazardous 
wastes by increasing either general refuse collection fees or the fees for depositing hazardous 
wastes at the landfill. In any case, education of citizens remains a key part of controlling this 
problem. 

Protecting Water Quality 
In 1962 marine biologist Rachael Carson, in her bestseller Silent Spring, highlighted the 

damage done to the animal food chain by the use of pesticides.  This work launched extensive 
research and focused public attention on the damage to America’s natural resources from indus-
trial and agricultural development.  The federal government responded with legislation intended 
to protect air, water and biological resources.  Wisconsin, long a national leader in conservation 
efforts, also moved to the forefront in environmental protection. 

Unlike Western states, Wisconsin has always had an abundance of water, most of it of high 
quality.  In the 1960s, however, the legislature recognized that this supply was threatened by 
wastewater from industries, businesses and private residences, as well as agricultural runoff.  Be-
cause most water resources cannot be controlled by a single local governmental unit, the state 
has established statewide standards for water quality and waste disposal. 

Used water (wastewater) may be collected, treated and discharged through either a sewage 
or septic system.  Sewage systems are established by municipalities or very large commercial 
concerns, but individual residences and businesses outside sewered areas treat and dispose of 
wastewater through separate septic systems regulated by the Wisconsin Department of Com-
merce. Municipalities may own their own systems, including the hook-ups to residences and 
businesses and wastewater treatment plants; they may contract with a neighboring community 
to treat wastewater; or they may be a part of a metropolitan sewerage district.  There are seven 
metropolitan sewerage districts in Wisconsin that treat and discharge the wastewater collected 
by member municipalities. 

Wastewater questions can pose problems for all parties involved.  When state rules were pro-
posed in 1995 to allow new kinds of septic systems, urban counties and municipalities argued 
that the planned changes would cause groundwater pollution and promote urban sprawl.  Towns 
argued that fewer state restrictions on septic systems would allow them to manage their own land 
use.  The debate was another illustration of the continuing struggle between state and local gov-
ernments and between urban and rural areas of the state. 

The issue of water quality also surfaces when businesses or industries attempt to locate in 
particular areas.  The building of a printing factory or the creation of a mine have, in recent years, 
been rallying points for citizens who were concerned about the protection of their natural waters. 
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Unlike the 1960s, today’s debate centers on how to protect the environment, not whether it needs 
protection. 

Protecting Air Quality 
Issues of air quality generally must be managed at the state or federal level.  In Wisconsin, 

this responsibility is given to the DNR, and it may enlist local assistance, where appropriate. 
Counties may establish air pollution control programs and enforce air pollution ordinances 
through administrative and judicial processes.  They may also consult with municipalities and 
their regional planning commissions about air pollution issues.  If a county air pollution control 
program does not meet state or federal standards, the DNR can require corrective action; if this 
fails, the DNR can step in and take over implementation and management of the program. 

Monitoring and control of automobile emissions is a recent example of the interaction of fed-
eral, state and local government in air pollution control.  Automobile emissions cause a build-up 
of ozone in the atmosphere, which endangers general public health.  One response has been to 
use reformulated gasoline to reduce emissions of volatile organic compounds and toxic air pol-
lutants. Beginning in 1991, the federal government required the state to identify those areas of 
the state where air quality necessitated the use of reformulated gasoline.  The DNR initiated the 
gasoline changes in southeast Wisconsin on January 1, 1995. 

Another air pollution problem, which is managed at both the municipal and county levels, 
is radon.  Radon is an invisible, radioactive gas found in all parts of the United States. It accumu-
lates in private residences and businesses and has been identified as the second-leading cause 
of lung cancer in the country.  Fortunately, it is one cancer agent that can be avoided or elimi-
nated, and local government has become a key partner in assuring that this happens.  Local gov-
ernments can test homes in the community, adopt building codes or publish public service an-
nouncements. They also can be more proactive by requiring testing for radon prior to real estate 
transactions, selling do-it-yourself testing kits at discounted prices and publicizing the radon 
problem at health fairs.  While governments in urban areas have been more active in adopting 
solutions, radon is not an urban or rural issue.  Any local government can play an important role 
in protecting its citizens. 

9.  STRATEGIC DEVELOPMENT FOR THE 21ST CENTUR Y 

While protecting the environment is a relatively new, and increasingly important, task of lo-
cal government, building the community’s economic infrastructure is a task that has always been 
a responsibility of local leaders.  This function includes all those things that are necessary for 
economic survival: public works projects, such as roads, ports, waterways, dams, bridges and 
tunnels; government administrative buildings; health and public safety facilities; business and 
economic development projects; and any other activities or programs that support physical de-
velopment of the community. 

As Wisconsin’s urban population grew, however, public works became a necessity, not a 
luxury.  If citizens were to have clean water, safe streets, effective transportation, protection from 
fires, and the resources necessary for economic development, governments had to engage in pub-
lic works projects and community-wide planning for those projects. 

When Wisconsin became a state in 1848, decisions by local governments to build roads, wa-
ter systems or school buildings were somewhat easier.  In those days, the question was not 
“whether” there would be development, but “where” and “how” it would be undertaken. 

Today, “whether” has become the crucial question.  Many local governments are faced with 
expanding demands for services, citizens who are unwilling to pay higher taxes, and a growing 
concern about the impact of development on the environment.  Local decisionmakers must 
“think strategically” and consider the long-range impacts of their decisions.  Where to build a 
fire station, whether to improve local roads, how to extend water and sewer lines – the answers 
to these questions will shape the future of a community.  Officials in larger, more urban school 
districts must decide whether to build new schools in developing areas or improve existing ones 
in older parts of the community in order to revitalize those areas. 
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Quality of Life 
Infrastructure plays an important role in forming a community’s “quality of life”, a term that 

encompasses physical, educational, economic, cultural and recreational resources, as well as 
other less tangible features.  Wisconsin’s municipalities, both large and small, regularly rank 
high on national surveys of the best places to live.  Some of these ratings are developed by private 
groups. Others are given by professional or nonprofit associations. Achieving such recognition 
reflects the ongoing efforts by elected and appointed decisionmakers and the citizens in general 
to make their communities livable places. 

In some cases, the federal, state and local governments have combined forces to preserve 
quality of life and encourage communities to protect their historic roots.  On the proactive side, 
for example, both the federal and state governments offer tax credits for rehabilitating historic 
properties, and they fund the Main Street program to assist municipalities in their efforts to re-
vitalize historic downtown areas. 

1993 Wisconsin Act 471 requires a municipality with properties listed on the national or state 
register of historic places to adopt an historic preservation ordinance.  Wisconsin was the first 
state to mandate such ordinances, but even before the law was passed, some communities had 
already made significant commitments of time and energy to assure that their historic nature 
would not be lost in the pressure to develop and grow. 

The revitalization of the downtown areas in smaller municipalities may be one of the high-
lights of economic development in the 1990s.  The central changes are due in part to the Main 
Street program that coaches communities seeking revitalization regarding the various aspects of 
organization, promotion and marketing, as well as the actual physical renewal.  Wisconsin’s larg-
est Main Street project is located in Green Bay.  Most are much smaller.  In 1995, Sheboygan Falls 
was named one of five winners of the Great American Main Street Award, recognizing its change 
in the last decade from a community in decline to one where business is booming and job growth 
has increased by nearly 20%. 

A program sponsored by the League of Wisconsin Municipalities acknowledges that a com-
munity does not become a good place to live, work and go to school by chance.  It requires the 
conscientious attention of many people.  Communities that meet the specific program standards 
in four areas (organization and administration, municipal services, municipal facilities and com-
munity development) receive the Wisconsin Award for Municipal Excellence (WAME).  The 
WAME and other awards sponsored by state and national groups affirm that with thoughtful and 
dedicated leadership local governments of all sizes can achieve excellence. 

Planning for the Economic Infrastructure 
Local economic planning focuses on strengthening current businesses and attracting new 

ones.  It seeks a desirable mix of businesses that will provide well-paying jobs, protect the envi-
ronment and maintain citizens’ quality of life. 

Sound planning and development begin with careful economic analysis of a community’s 
strengths and weaknesses.  This allows a community to support business efforts that are not du-
plicated in nearby metropolitan areas.  Analysis can assist new and existing businesses in devel-
oping business plans and attracting new customers.  It can describe the type of labor force the 
community needs in order to attract new employers, and it can provide a basis for working with 
the district’s technical college to upgrade workers’ skills.  Finally, planning can ensure the proper 
development or improvement of physical resources: roads, public transportation, water utilities, 
libraries and schools, for example.  Planning must be followed by specific development activi-
ties, such as building public facilities and necessary transportation links.  Some communities 
have created an office of economic development, separate from the planning department, to 
move from planning to action. 

Transportation Development 
Throughout world history, transportation has always been an important part of economic de-

velopment. Major cities grew up along seacoasts or major rivers because water transport was 
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the easiest and most economical.  The pattern was similar in Wisconsin.  The Articles of Compact 
in the Northwest Ordinance assured that “the navigable waters leading into the Mississippi and 
St. Lawrence . . . shall be common highways and forever free.”  Wisconsin’s first territorial settle-
ments were on Lakes Superior and Michigan and along the Mississippi and Fox River Valleys. 
The Great Lakes and the Mississippi River still are major commercial waterways. 

Later, roads connected cities to one another.  Most were little more than paths through the 
wilderness, but others, which connected important population centers, were more developed. 
The Military Road, the first public road across Wisconsin, was constructed by the U.S. Army in 
1835 to connect Fort Howard in Green Bay with Fort Crawford in Prairie du Chien.  After the 
advent of the automobile, many of these original wagon roads were paved and bridges were built. 

In the early years of statehood, Wisconsinites were hesitant to invest in roadbuilding.  In fact, 
after watching their neighboring states get into financial trouble with internal improvements, 
they approved a constitutional clause in 1848 that prohibited the state’s contracting debt for or 
carrying out of internal improvements, including transportation projects.  Road construction in 
the 1800s was left to town governments and private turnpike and plank road companies. 

The 20th century saw a reversal of these attitudes.  In 1907, counties were given authority 
to levy special property taxes for roads, elect a county highway commissioner, and create sys-
tems of county highways.  By 1908, state voters had approved a constitutional amendment to al-
low the state to appropriate tax money “for the construction or improvement of public high-
ways”.  In 1911, the state road aid law and the creation of the State Highway Commission 
accelerated the development and improvement of roads and highways throughout the state. 

Until 1925, the development of roads and highways was a local matter, financed by local 
property taxes, but as the public demanded improved highways to accommodate commercial 
traffic and private automobiles, the state played an increasingly larger role.  The State Highway 
Law of 1925 made the administration of roads and highways a cooperative effort between state 
and local governments.  Financing was shifted from the general property tax at the local level 
to state motor vehicle registration fees and state taxes on gasoline.  In 1931, the state assumed 
full  responsibility for the state trunk highway system.  Federal involvement in highway planning 
and finance also grew during this period. 

After World War II, a segregated highway fund was established to finance highway construc-
tion and repair.  At the end of each fiscal year, the balance of the fund was divided, with 60% 
distributed to local governments.  In 1955, the state identified a system of heavily traveled roads 
as the arterials in the state trunk system and focused state funding on those transportation links. 
The following year the state began to build its portion of the federally financed interstate high-
way system. 

Initially, the state directed its roadbuilding efforts at rural areas, building connections be-
tween farms and rural communities and larger metropolitan areas.  In the 1960s it refocused on 
urban streets and roads.  In the 1977-79 state budget the segregated highway fund was broadened 
to the “transportation fund” that covered mass transit and airport aids.  A new formula was 
created for distributing state-collected revenues to local governments, based on road mileage, 
construction and maintenance costs, and shared responsibility between state and local govern-
ments. 

This trend, from rural to urban concerns and from highway-only to general transportation 
issues, was reflected in Translinks 21, the Wisconsin Department of Transportation’s 1994 blue-
print for the statewide transportation system in the 21st century.  Although this was a state-level 
report, its impact on local government is significant.  It responded to federal laws and regulations, 
including the federal Clean Air Act Amendments (CAAA) of 1990 and the Intermodal Surface 
Transportation Efficiency Act (ISTEA) of 1991.  Reflecting federal initiatives, the state plan fo-
cuses transportation resources of all kinds on the urban areas.  Metropolitan planning organiza-
tions in Wisconsin’s 14 areas with populations over 50,000 must develop integrated transporta-
tion plans. Because federal clean air standards require the reduction of ozone from automobile 
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emissions in much of southeastern and south central Wisconsin, non-highway modes of trans-
portation receive more attention in these plans. 

Wisconsin has a long tradition of excellent roads.  The accompanying table, based on 1990 
data, compares Wisconsin’s roads, drivers and traffic to those of its neighboring states. 

WISCONSIN ILLINOIS IOWA MINNESOTA 

Area (square miles) 56,153 56,345 56,275 84,402 

Population 4.9 million 11.4 million 2.8 million 4.4 million 

Road Mileage 109,900 miles 136,000 miles 112,600 miles 129,300 miles 

Interstate Miles 640 miles 1,961 miles 782 miles 905 miles 

4 + -lane Highways 2,129 miles 4,808 miles 1,354 miles 2,227 miles 

Registered Motor Vehicles 3.8 million 8.0 million 2.8 million 3.6 million 

Licensed Drivers 3.3 million 7.3 million 1.9 million 2.5 million 

The financing of streets and roads involves funding from federal, state and local sources, 
which, in turn, means that standards and regulations are imposed by each of those levels of gov-
ernment.  “User fees” from the federal highway trust, collected primarily through federal gaso-
line taxes, are distributed to states on a formula basis.  In 1990, Wisconsin received $1,991 per 
mile in federal aids. (In that same year the state distributed state aids totaling $10.54 per person.) 
The amount of federal aid awarded to Wisconsin relates to the state’s rural/urban mix and its vol-
ume of vehicle traffic.  Of Wisconsin’s 3,528 miles of federal highways, 2,914 (82.6%) are rural. 

Local Government’s Role in Transportation 

County highway departments maintain interstate, federal, and state highways, as well as 
county trunks and roads in some towns.  In terms of employes and budgets, county highway de-
partments rank second only to county human services departments. In most cases, highway op-
erations are directed by the county highway committee, which consists of three to five county 
board supervisors elected to the committee by the county board for one-year terms, and the 
county highway commissioner, who is elected by the board for a 2-year term.  Town board chair-
persons act as members of the committee on matters affecting road construction in their respec-
tive towns.  The committee administers the highway department’s budget and, depending on the 
size of the county, may be involved in a variety of other policy issues or administrative tasks, 
including equipment purchases, construction oversight and financial audits.  In counties with a 
county executive or county administrator, that official appoints the county highway commission-
er (usually subject to confirmation by the county board).  The commissioner directs the highway 
department, while the highway committee serves as a policy-making body. 

The highway department oversees road construction contracts and performs a variety of 
maintenance services: mowing and snowplowing, repairing minor pavement damage, keeping 
drainage ditches and culverts open, picking up litter and assuring the safety of the roadway. 
Counties also contract to do highway work for other local government units.  Milwaukee County 
has a special expressway and transportation commission that supervises the maintenance of the 
interstate expressways and plans for highway design and expansion. 

Towns maintain more than half of all the highway miles in the state, but many rural towns 
contract with their counties for road construction and maintenance.  Cities, villages and larger 
towns tend to operate their own streets or public works departments, which perform regular 
maintenance and repair work, as well as snow plowing and ice control.  Municipalities often have 
traffic engineering and control departments to handle the traffic signals, signs, pavement mark-
ings and street designations that affect the capacity and safety of the streets.  In populous areas, 
engineers must consider the needs of pedestrians and bicycles, as well as automobile and truck 
traffic.  Most municipalities construct sidewalks, and some add bicycle paths or bicycle lanes to 
protect pedestrians and bicyclists from motor vehicles.  Municipal engineers and planners may 
also have to plan for mass transit, parking and storm water drainage, collection of solid waste, 
and access to water mains, sewers and other utilities. 
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Financing Local Streets and Roads.  The construction and maintenance of streets and roads 
has become a major budget item for local government.  Statewide in 1990, total expenditures for 
all local roads averaged $6,159 per mile.  Wisconsin’s cities and villages spent $21,300 per mile 
to build and maintain their streets and roads; towns spent $4,231 per mile.  City and village ex-
penditures for streets and roads account for close to 20% of their annual budgets. 

The state government, recognizing the burden on local governments in maintaining streets 
and roads, has increased state aids and revised the aid formula several times. Concern that the 
state will not be able to pay for required roadwork has led municipalities to explore new ways 
of financing road construction and repair.  Local governments are looking at ways in which the 
private sector, especially developers, builders and others who profit from road construction, will 
bear more of the cost. 

County highway operations are financed by a combination of county funds and state aids, 
and they are distributed on the basis of either a percentage of costs or a rate-per-mile, whichever 
is higher.  Although state aids have continued to grow in total dollars over the past decade, the 
counties’ portion of aids has decreased.  For example, in 1988 state aids covered 28.5% of county 
highway expenditures, but in 1992 they accounted for only 25.6%. 

Alternative Transportation.   The development of mass transit, notably buses, has become 
important for larger urban areas.  In 1996, Wisconsin had 24 urban buslines, most of which were 
publicly owned and operated with the help of state and federal subsidies.  Because building and 
maintaining downtown parking lots and structures is expensive, the large municipalities consider 
the subsidizing of mass transit a cost-effective way to move workers, shoppers and others be-
tween suburbs or outlying areas and the central business districts.  Some employers cooperate 
by offering passes or subsidies to their employes who use mass transit. 

Another alternative is the development of bikeway systems to promote bicycle commuting. 
Madison is perhaps the Wisconsin city best known for its promotion of bicycling.  That city’s 
transportation planning unit always includes bicycles in its plans, and new developments are re-
quired to include bicycle parking.  Communities supporting bicycle travel recognize that dis-
tance, work requirements, traffic safety, weather, storage and shower facilities, and employer and 
peer support are important considerations. 

Finally, local governments have developed programs to discourage the use of motor ve-
hicles. Ridesharing programs, for example, provide incentives to increase the number of people 
per vehicle and thus decrease the number of vehicles on the road.  Like other alternatives, these 
programs seek to reduce traffic congestion and air pollution.  Some employers support rideshar-
ing by offering van services to cut down on commuter vehicles. 

Water, Sewer and Other Utility Systems 
In terms of health and environmental protection, a critical part of any community’s infra-

structure are its water and wastewater (sewerage) systems.  Local governments are responsible 
for assuring that the community’s water is potable, under sufficient pressure, and of adequate 
supply for residential, business and firefighting uses.  Water towers, the hallmark of many small-
er communities, provide equalized pressure throughout the system and allow for sufficient ca-
pacity for fire protection.  Effective water management also requires appropriate billing systems, 
efficient financing, and treatment processes that meet state and federal standards. 

Sewerage systems collect organic waste from residences, businesses and industries and 
carry it to a treatment plant or other disposal site.  Municipalities usually operate these systems 
themselves, but occasionally they may own the system and contract with an independent agency 
or authority for its operation.  Ultimately, however, the municipality is held accountable for the 
quality of the liquid discharged from a treatment facility or site. 

Developing treatment facilities to provide for safe disposal of wastewater according to envi-
ronmental standards is an expensive undertaking, even when federal and state funds are avail-
able.  In some cases, communities have agreed to share costs and build a joint treatment facility. 
This shared approach has proven cost-effective for both smaller communities that cannot afford 
to build their own facilities and for larger, metropolitan areas. 
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Other Community Facilities and Services 

Governments must provide facilities to house a variety of functions, including general gov-
ernment, police and fire services, and public works. Some of these are built to meet temporary 
needs.  Other structures, such as county courthouses and city halls, can be handsome edifices, 
built to last decades and be a source of civic pride. 

Local governments sometimes decide to build facilities and provide services not because 
they are required but because citizens desire or expect them.  The planting of trees is a relatively 
simple example; it is expensive but improves the appearance of the community and generally is 
in great demand by residents. The establishment of libraries is another service that is provided, 
but not required.  Today, Wisconsin is organized into 17 regional library systems, which cover 
the entire state.  Services are offered to patrons through local library systems which may operate 
as separate municipal units (339), joint municipal units (24), consolidated county libraries (7) 
or joint city-county systems (3). 

Marinas, airports, convention centers and golf courses are other examples of supplemental 
facilities and services.  Generally, when these facilities are built, it is intended that they be finan-
cially self-supporting; sometimes they are.  For example, golf courses have been able to pay their 
operating costs in recent years, but marinas have been less successful. Even when these facilities 
are not self-supporting, the benefits they offer to the community in general may be worth their 
cost.  The cities of Racine, Kenosha and Sheboygan built marinas in an effort to revitalize their 
waterfronts and support further economic development.  Though these marinas have not been 
self-supporting, community leaders believe that the investment has led to the redevelopment of 
previously decaying waterfront downtowns. 

Tax Incremental Financing 

In 1975, Wisconsin enacted a mechanism by which cities and villages (but not towns) could 
assist private concerns in financing new development and redevelopment projects.  Known as 
“tax incremental financing” (TIF), the law was structured so that all the overlying taxing jurisdic-
tions (municipal, county, school and technical college) that would ultimately benefit from the 
improved tax base would bear part of the improvement costs. 

In TIF financing, the city common council or village board may pass a resolution to create 
a tax incremental district (TID) if 50% or more of the district is blighted, in need of rehabilitation 
or conservation, or suitable for industrial sites.  Public hearings are required prior to creation of 
the TID regarding the projects it will include and geographical area it will cover.  A joint review 
board, which includes representation from all the related taxing jurisdictions, must also approve 
the TID by a majority vote.  State law limits the duration of TIDs and the percentage of a city’s 
or village’s equalized value that can be included in its TIDs. 

When a TID is created, the Wisconsin Department of Revenue determines a tax incremental 
base value for all taxable property it contained at that time. The base value is used for the dura-
tion of the project to calculate the value increment, which is the difference between the base value 
and the equalized value of the TID as the project progresses.  That portion of taxes collected on 
the value increment of the TID is considered a tax increment.  The tax increments are deposited 
in a special fund to pay back project costs incurred by the city or village that created the TID, 
rather than being distributed to the taxing jurisdictions.  It is estimated that since 1976 over $1 
billion in taxes have been contributed to cover TIF project costs incurred by cities and villages, 
including property acquisition, relocation, site preparation and public improvements (lighting, 
streets, sewers, etc.) 

Preliminary estimates for 1996 indicated that over 900 TIDs had been created in Wisconsin 
in the past 20 years and about 70% are still in existence.  TIDs are used throughout Wisconsin 
and almost half of its cities and villages have or have had at least one.  Greatest growth was in 
1979-1983 when about one-third (288) of the districts were created. 

In the March 1996 Wisconsin Taxpayer, the Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance summarized the 
20-year growth of TIF financing and the role it plays in urban renewal and development: 
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Tax incremental financing in Wisconsin is a readily available and flexible mechanism 
for funding local development or redevelopment projects.  It can be used by any city or 
village, regardless of its size, economic condition or income level.  Since there is no fed-
eral regulation and only minimal state oversight, municipalities have considerable 
discretion in planning for and implementing projects.  As a result, the program is widely 
utilized and TIF financing has grown to be an important source of municipal develop-
ment funding in the state. 

Coordinating Resources for Community Development 

In summary, effective community development coordinates the construction and mainte-
nance of local facilities with strategies for attracting, retaining and expanding commerce and in-
dustry. Local activities may include: 

Plans and programs for community promotion. 
Financing strategies: tax abatement, loans, tax-exempt financing, tax-increment financing 

and special taxing districts. 
Land use strategies: use of eminent domain, appropriate zoning and building codes, property 

rehabilitation, historic preservation and relocation assistance. 
Assistance in project planning: analysis of the availability of sites for development, the labor 

force, the resources available and other technical assistance. 
Providing transportation facilities: roads and highways, airports, access to railroads, parking 

facilities and port/marina facilities. 
Providing community-enhancing facilities, including water and wastewater treatment sys-

tems, parks and recreation sites, civic and trade centers, and libraries. 
Supporting community organizations, including the school system and the local technical 

college, in providing trained employes and support for employes’ families. 
Economic development requires good information about the community’s land, people, 

schools, natural resources and facilities.  In the past several years, this kind of information has 
become more accessible and accurate though the adoption of Geographic Information Systems 
(GIS).  GIS is a computer-based system that can identify geographical units of land according 
to boundaries selected by the user and then provide information about the areas from various da-
tabases.  For example, the developer may select a zip code area, a commercial zone or a high 
school attendance area within a particular city and then call up data on ages, incomes, housing 
and family size.  GIS information can be updated regularly and can be used for a wide variety 
of purposes.  Access to the system is usually available at the county government offices. 

Communities can follow many paths to economic well-being.  Some have seen sports as an 
economic development element. Green Bay, for example, is the only American city with a pro-
fessional sports franchise that operates as a nonprofit corporation; today the Packers have 1,898 
owners, who hold 4,634 nondividend-paying shares.  Other communities that hope to develop 
their economic base by attracting senior citizens have upgraded their retirement community ser-
vices.  Since 20% of the U.S. population will be over 65 by the middle of the next century, this 
strategy may have long-term impact.  However, selecting a retirement focus can diminish the im-
portance of other economic development activities, such as school construction. 

Some communities encourage the development of the arts, which not only increases the at-
tractiveness of a municipality but generates jobs and investment in the community.  Others look 
to the development of natural resources to strengthen their economic well-being, in some cases 
by promoting mining to strengthen their economic base and in other instances focusing on the 
attraction of year-round tourism.  Generally, Wisconsin’s communities have been successful in 
their economic development efforts. 

Most communities recognize that economic development and growth management are com-
panion issues.  Growth can lead to an expanded tax base, a diversified local economy and the 
possibility of improved municipal services.  It also can have environmental, social and economic 
costs. Growth on urban fringes entices businesses away from older downtown areas, leaving 
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what are known as “doughnut cities”.  Unplanned, poorly coordinated growth leads to litigation 
with other communities over annexation, conflicting land use patterns, traffic congestion, envi-
ronmental problems, inadequate municipal services and urban sprawl.  Fortunately, more com-
munities are finding ways to preserve green space at their margins, promote regional cooperation 
with neighboring municipalities and support renewal of their downtown areas. 

10.  WISCONSIN’S LOCAL GOVERNMENTS LOOK T O THE FUTURE 

Throughout this article we have seen how Wisconsin’s local governments have adapted to 
the changes that confronted them in the first 150 years of statehood.  The challenges of the next 
century promise to be even more difficult.  It is clear there will be stiff competition for the dollars 
needed to carry out the services that citizens expect. 

State support of many programs and revenue sharing may be affected by changing priorities. 
For example, the commitment to finance two-thirds of K-12 public school costs may limit the 
funds available for general revenue sharing and for categorical aids, such as human services and 
transportation assistance. Although local financing still depends primarily on property taxes, the 
authority of local governments to levy further taxes is constrained by state law.  In some cases, 
the ability to charge fees for services can also be limited by state law. 

Local governments are not entirely without recourse.  The state legislature has access to the 
facts needed to make critical decisions about local problems.  A significant number of legislators 
have had experience in local government gained through serving on city common councils, vil-
lage or town boards, county boards or school boards.  In addition there are several statewide 
associations that represent local governments at the State Capitol.  The Wisconsin Alliance of 
Cities, the League of Wisconsin Municipalities, the Wisconsin Towns Association, and the Wis-
consin Counties Association are strong advocates of local government. 

With the shifts in state priorities and given taxpayer resistance to tax increases, local govern-
ments will have to consider the alternatives to higher levies. Reorganization may include discon-
tinuing or privatizing certain programs or improving their administration. 

Some governments may decide services which they have undertaken in recent years should 
revert to the private sector.  For example, curbside pickup of brush and recyclables may become 
the responsibility of property owners.  Local units may decide to privatize services by contract-
ing with private companies.  It is assumed cost savings are realized through privatization because 
the private firms, rather than the government, will be responsible for paying employe wages and 
benefits. Many believe that competitive bidding for such contracts may hold down costs. Con-
tracts with private firms already are common in such areas as trash removal and street repairs. 
A major shift toward privatization could occur if counties exercise the option provided in the new 
W-2 program to let private concerns administer welfare assistance as a job placement program. 

When local governments continue to administer programs directly, they may try  to organize 
them more efficiently or combine services with other units.  Computer technology, new planning 
methods and management techniques may help to deliver services more efficiently.  One solution 
available in state law for many years permits municipalities to form special district governments 
to act cooperatively.  Current examples of special districts include sewerage districts, farmland 
drainage districts and inland lake protection districts.  Municipalities may combine their police, 
fire and ambulance services, and some have also found it advantageous to purchase fire and po-
lice services from their neighbors, rather than operating their won departments.  Counties have 
joined to provide mental health services across muti-county areas for purposes of cost savings 
and improved care. 

Economic development may increase a municipality’s economic and social resources.  At-
tracting new industry or promotion of the tourist trade could bring added dollars to local coffers. 
Yet, economic development can be a mixed blessing.  Adding industry, large retail establish-
ments and population may result in increased costs for existing residents.  New businesses tend 
to locate on the periphery of established settlements which change the nature of the community 
itself and produce conflict with neighboring municipalities. 
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Some of the most serious challenges facing local governments, now and in the future, stem 
from changing land use.  How much green space needs to be maintained? Will new development 
contaminate groundwater or affect rivers and stream negatively?  Many of those who move to 
new developments are accustomed to city or suburban services.  What impact will their demands 
have on local governments? 

Local governments have proven their versatility since the birth of Wisconsin in 1848.  With 
the support of their citizens, they will continue to master the day-to-day challenges of public ser-
vice. 

RESOURCES AND REFERENCES ON WISCONSIN LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

A variety of resources and references have been consulted during the preparation of this ar-
ticle.  Because local government changes constantly, the major sources are listed below to assist 
the reader in future research. 

History of Wisconsin Government 

Donoghue, James R.  “Local Government in Wisconsin”, feature article of the Wisconsin Blue 
Book  1979–1980, published by the Legislative Reference Bureau. 

Nesbit, Robert C. and William F. Thompson.  Wisconsin: A History (2nd edition). Madison: Uni-
versity of Wisconsin Press, 1989. 

Raney, William H.  Wisconsin: A Story of Progress. Appleton: Perin Press, 1963. 
The Wisconsin State Historical Society  (816 State Street Madison WI 53706) has a wealth 

of information about both present and past government activities and also publishes the Wiscon-

sin Magazine of History.


Resources on Local Government Published by State Agencies


Virtually every state agency publishes information relative to local government.  The De-
partment of Public Instruction (125 South Webster Street  Madison WI 53701) publishes reports 
on elementary and secondary education.  The Wisconsin Technical College System Board (310 
Price Place  Madison WI 53705) publishes statistics on technical and vocational education. The 
Department of Revenue (125 South Webster Street  Madison WI 53701) produces serial publica-
tions such as Town, Village and City Taxes; Property Tax; and Aids and Shared Taxes in Wisconsin 
Municipalities. 

Information also is available from legislative agencies, notably the Wisconsin Legislative 
Fiscal Bureau (1 East Main Street  Madison WI 53701), which reports on fiscal issues; and the 
Wisconsin Legislative Reference Bureau (100 North Hamilton Street  Madison WI 53701), 
which issues bulletins and reports on specific state and local government topics, as well as pub-
lishing the biennial Wisconsin Blue Book.  The Legislative Reference Bureau’s library contains 
many documents related to state and local government. 

The State Historical Society, the Legislative Reference Bureau library and the DPI Reference 
and Loan Library are depositories for public documents issued by these and other state agencies, 
as well as copies of reports of state study commissions. 

Publications by Other Wisconsin Organizations 

Robert M. LaFollette Institute of Public Affairs, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1225 Obser-
vatory Drive, Madison  WI 53706, publishes the quarterly LaFollette Policy Report, as well 
as books and monographs.  See also Dollars and Sense: Policy Choices and theWisconsin 
Budget Vol. I (1990); Vol. II (1991) and Vol. III (1994). 

League of Wisconsin Municipalities, 202 State Street, Suite 300, Madison  WI 53703-2215, pu-
blishes a monthly newsletter and a monthly magazine, The Municipality. 

Wisconsin City/County Management Association, UW-Oshkosh, Oshkosh WI 54901, publishes 
a monthly newsletter, News and Notes. 

Wisconsin Counties Association, 100 River Place, Madison  WI 53716, publishes a monthly 
magazine, Counties. 
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Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance, 335 West Wilson Street, Madison  WI 53703, publishes a month-
ly pulication, The Wisconsin Taxpayer, which focuses on Wisconsin government. 

Wisconsin Towns Association, W7725 Hwy 29, Shawano  WI 54166, publishes a monthly news-
letter. 

Publications by National Organizations 

Governing, published by Congressional Quarterly, Inc., 2300 N. St. NW, Suite 760, Washington 
DC  20037. 

Phi Delta Kappan,  published by Phi Delta Kappa International, Inc. (honorary educational orga-
nization), 408 N. Union, Bloomington  IN 47402. 

Public Administration Review,  published by American Society for Public Administration, 1120 
G Street NW, Suite 700, Washington DC  20005. 

Public Management, published by the International City/County Management Association, 777 
North Capitol Street, NE  Washington, DC  20002. 

Other Resources 

The US Census Bureau publishes statistics on local government finance, employment and 
operations.  These now are available electronically, as well as in print format. 

The US Bureau of Justice Statistics publishes data related to law enforcement and correc-
tions for federal, state and local governments. 
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