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Executive  Summary 
 
While called to distinct missions, Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS), Milwaukee County, and the City of 
Milwaukee all confront similar fiscal challenges marked by both revenue and expenditure 
constraints. The burden of these fiscal forces on MPS is particularly acute. The district must meet 
not only the educational needs of its students, but their health, safety, family, and employment 
needs as well. Moreover, MPS must meet these demands in an environment of intense competition 
with other school operators.  
 
MPS, as well as the City and County, have coped with these constraints in a variety of ways – from 
workforce reductions to benefit changes to shifts toward intergovernmental cooperation as a way to 
pursue efficiencies. It is this last approach, intergovernmental cooperation – and service sharing in 
particular – that is the focus of this report. It marks the first time the Forum has analyzed the 
potential benefits of service sharing among Milwaukee County’s largest governments. 
 
Based on interviews with local government officials, analysis of government documents, and best 
practices research, we explore the potential for MPS to pursue service sharing opportunities with 
Milwaukee County or the City of Milwaukee as one way to mitigate its financial challenges. 
 
The analysis was structured to answer two overarching research questions: 
 

• What is the status of past and current service sharing arrangements in non-instructional 
services between MPS and either the City of Milwaukee, Milwaukee County, or both? 
 

• What additional non-instructional service sharing opportunities between MPS and either the 
City or County hold potential to deliver cost savings, operational efficiencies, enhanced 
service levels, or other benefits? 
 

The report opens with a background section that discusses the spectrum of shared services as well 
as the various roles state government can take to facilitate, incentivize, or mandate service sharing 
at the local government level. This is followed by an overview of the general history of cooperation 
between MPS and both the City and County. A portion of this discussion outlines the unique statutory 
relationship between MPS and the City of Milwaukee and key formal intergovernmental agreements 
focused on service sharing. We also cite instances of informal service sharing efforts between 
distinct departments within each government.  
 
Having established the historical context of intergovernmental cooperation in which current and 
future service sharing opportunities might take shape, we turn our attention to six major functional 
areas to explore in depth:  
 

• Procurement 
• Human resources 
• Information technology 
• School nursing/public health nursing 
• Mental health services 
• Parks and recreation facilities maintenance 

 



2 

• For each of these functions, we describe the current and historical landscape of service 
sharing or other forms of cooperation. We also suggest a number of service sharing 
opportunities and policy options within each function, focusing on whether such 
opportunities have been previously tried or considered and where there might be significant 
promise or barriers to implementation. 

  
Finally, we include a brief case study highlighting potential cost savings and other benefits for one 
“promising opportunity” – a hypothetical effort to consolidate mowing services between MPS and 
Milwaukee County in a number of parks and playfields in the Humboldt Park area.  
 
The following tables summarize our assessment of the past, current, and future status of service 
sharing opportunities for each of the six major local government functions we studied.  
 

PROCUREMENT 
Previously 

tried/ 
considered 

In place/ 
being 

considered 

Promising 
opportunity 

Significant 
barriers 

exist 

Not 
feasible  
at this 
time 

Participation in local, regional, and state 
purchasing cooperatives  

 

   

Formal ongoing joint scan of joint purchasing 
opportunities   

 

  

Capitalize on County's online procurement 
system (Marketplace Central)   

 

  

Consolidated procurement process and 
management   

  

 

MPS and City of Milwaukee 
MPS and Milwaukee County 
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HUMAN RESOURCES 
Previously 

 tried/ 
considered 

In place/ 
being 

considered 

Promising 
opportunity 

Significant 
barriers 

exist 

Not 
feasible  
at this 
time 

Milwaukee County Healthcare Consortium  
 

   

Joint procurement process for employee medical 
benefits  

 

   

Joint purchase of employee medical benefits    
 

 

Joint purchase of prescription drug benefits  
 

   

Workers’ compensation administration 
 

    

Staffing/Hiring/Civil service administration 
 

    

On-site employee health clinic    
 

 

Cooperative professional development   
 

  

MPS and City of Milwaukee 
MPS and Milwaukee County 

     

 

INFORMATION 
TECHNOLOGY 

Previously 
 tried/ 

considered 

In place/ 
being 

considered 

Promising 
opportunity 

Significant 
barriers 

exist 

Not 
feasible  
at this 
time 

Data sharing / IT Master Planning  
 

  

 

Fiber optic infrastructure   
 

 
 

Enterprise resource planning     
 

MPS and City of Milwaukee 
MPS and Milwaukee County 

     

 

SCHOOL NURSING / 
PUBLIC HEALTH NURSING 

Previously 
 tried/ 

considered 

In place/ 
being 

considered 

Promising 
opportunity 

Significant 
barriers 

exist 

Not 
feasible  
at this 
time 

City staffs MPS schools with health department 
nurses 

 

    

Coordinated deployment of nursing students  
 

   

Expand or consolidate shared nursing 
staff/capacity     

 

Align public health nursing professional devel., 
peer education, and information sharing   

 

  

MPS and City of Milwaukee 
MPS and Milwaukee County 
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MENTAL HEALTH 
Previously 

 tried/ 
considered 

In place/ 
being 

considered 

Promising 
opportunity 

Significant 
barriers 

exist 

Not 
feasible  
at this 
time 

Wraparound Milwaukee: Mobile Urgent 
Treatment Team 

 

 

 

  

School Community Partnership for Mental 
Health  

 

   

Elementary principal training   
 

  

MPS and City of Milwaukee 
MPS and Milwaukee County 

     

 

PARKS & RECREATION 
Previously 

 tried/ 
considered 

In place/ 
being 

considered 

Promising 
opportunity 

Significant 
barriers 

exist 

Not 
feasible  
at this 
time 

Master planning 
 

   
 

Data sharing 
 

 
 

  

Mowing and snow removal 
 

 
 

  

Forestry   
 

  

Equipment sharing   
 

  

Playground inspection and repair   
 

  

Other specialized services   
 

  

MPS and City of Milwaukee 
MPS and Milwaukee County 

     

 
We conclude by offering the following overarching observations and related recommendations that 
we hope will inform policy makers as they consider the impact service sharing could have on local 
governments in their ongoing pursuit of efficiencies, cost savings, service enhancement, and other 
objectives.    
 
K ey  b arr iers  to  serv ic e  shar in g 
 

• Successful service sharing arrangements demand considerable upfront investment despite 
the recognition that return may not materialize for years. Local governments have limited 
capacity in the short-run to invest for long-term service sharing gains.  

• Non-monetary benefits from cooperation – such as higher quality, process improvements, 
greater communication, enhanced trust, and better alignment of efforts to leverage existing 
resources – can be intangible and difficult to quantify. 



 

5 

• Barriers to data gathering and analysis make informed decisions and planning for service 
sharing difficult. 

• By and large, officials believe in the value of service sharing, but local governments are not 
as coordinated as many believe they should be, and this creates a disconnect between 
intention, execution, and long-term sustainability of service sharing efforts. 
 

Reco mm end at ion s  
 
To spark new service sharing efforts that might address these barriers as well as the fiscal 
challenges and constraints Milwaukee Public Schools shares with the City of Milwaukee and 
Milwaukee County, we recommend the following: 
 
 Align internal and cross-jurisdictional practices in data collection, storage, and sharing: Our 

findings suggest local governments and school districts could improve their ability to break 
down operational costs in a manner that lends itself to analysis of alternative service models 
and the ability to determine which are likely to result in cost savings, and which are not. 

 
 Align the timing of major initiatives, investments, and planning processes: This study brought to 

light a number of resource-intensive projects initiated by the three governments on their own. 
Had such efforts been undertaken with a longer-term perspective on how intergovernmental 
efforts could be leveraged, they might have opened opportunities for better-coordinated data 
sharing, strategic planning, and efficient use of resources. 
 

 Start with small-scale, low-risk, and low-cost service sharing arrangements: Local government 
leaders in Milwaukee could build toward high-yield, sustained service consolidations by starting 
with small projects that can be accomplished in the short-term with clear benefits. Despite what 
may look like only marginal benefit in exchange for considerable start-up costs, small initiatives 
can have a ripple effect in building trust for larger future initiatives 

 
 Include service sharing as part of a joint legislative agenda: Local governments could coordinate 

their government relations resources and messaging specifically toward advocating for 
provisions that fund, reward, and induce local governments to establish new or expanded 
service sharing arrangements.  

 
 Establish a formal joint advisory body devoted to shared services between MPS, the City of 

Milwaukee, and Milwaukee County: Our analysis points to a fundamental advantage in 
structurally integrating intergovernmental cooperation and service sharing as a standard 
approach to policy and practice. A permanent joint advisory body would help formalize this 
paradigm and could foster alignment of resources, processes, and strategic planning among 
Milwaukee’s three largest local governments. 

 
This report highlights numerous advantages and opportunities for Milwaukee Public Schools, the City 
of Milwaukee, and Milwaukee County in the service sharing arena. It also shows that service sharing 
is not a panacea. We hope this research helps inform Milwaukee’s three largest governments and 
their constituents in deciding how, where, and whether service sharing and intergovernmental 
cooperation fit as strategies to overcome mutual challenges, respond to their constituents’ 
demands, and help address Greater Milwaukee’s most pressing needs. 
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