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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 
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• 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. 
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• 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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Introduction 
 
While called to distinct missions, Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS), Milwaukee County, and the City of 
Milwaukee all confront similar fiscal challenges. In their pursuit to deliver essential public services to 
their common constituents, they are squeezed by both revenue and expenditure constraints. All 
three of Milwaukee’s principal local governments must contend, on the revenue side, with stagnant 
state aids, property tax levy caps, limited tax-base growth, and limited taxpayer capacity to shoulder 
already high property taxes. On the expenditure side, they face substantial costs associated with 
employee and retiree health care and pensions, increasing demand for high-quality public services, 
and growing technology and infrastructure needs. 
 
The burden of these fiscal forces on MPS is particularly acute. The district is called upon increasingly 
not only to meet the educational needs of its students during the school day, but their health, safety, 
family, and employment needs as well. Moreover, MPS must meet these demands while striving to 
compete with an ever-growing array of choices their students may make in terms of where to enroll.  
 
MPS, as well as the City and County, have coped with these constraints in a variety of ways. Those 
include reductions in workforce; changes to retirement benefits assisted by the adoption of 
Wisconsin Act 10; shifts in the way internal resources are structured and allocated; and, in some 
cases, pursuit of operational efficiencies through cooperation with other local governments.  
 
The Public Policy Forum has conducted extensive research on this last approach, focusing primarily 
on possibilities for sharing or consolidating specific municipal functions, such as fire and dispatch 
services. We also have produced a series of reports exploring the characteristics of MPS schools and 
finances. These high-level analyses have revealed that MPS leaders have made great strides in 
reducing long-term retirement liabilities and navigating immediate budgetary challenges, but that 
efforts to invest in improvements to enhance educational outcomes still will be severely challenged 
by annual struggles to balance budgets in the face of growing fixed costs and stagnant revenue 
streams. 
 
In this report, we explore the potential for MPS to pursue service sharing opportunities with 
Milwaukee County or the City of Milwaukee as one way to confront these financial challenges. The 
report is structured to describe past and existing service sharing arrangements between MPS, the 
County, and the City; assess the potential for expanded service sharing; and outline specific 
opportunities to improve, enhance, or initiate new arrangements that hold promise to produce 
efficiencies, financial savings, or other benefits for MPS and its partners. 
 
In conducting this analysis, we set out 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? 
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To answer these questions, we conducted a review of past, present, and potential future areas of 
cooperation between MPS and both the City of Milwaukee and Milwaukee County. This included 
interviews with more than 40 officials and staff at MPS, the City, and the County, as well as several 
additional local figures with relevant expertise. In addition, we consulted internal data and 
informational documents provided by interview informants as well as publicly available online 
information, such as institution or department websites, legislative records, and news coverage. We 
also conducted a scan of national and local literature, case studies, and best practices. 
 
Based on this research, we identified and assessed a number of service sharing opportunities for 
local government decision-makers to consider in the following areas: 
 

1. Procurement 
2. Human resources 
3. Information technology 
4. School nursing/public health nursing 
5. Mental health services 
6. Parks and recreation facilities maintenance 

 
Congruent with the MPS strategic plan, which states that “increased operational and financial 
efficiencies are consistently pursued to support learning opportunities” for  students, the intent of 
this study, in part, is to uncover specific service sharing options that ultimately could channel more 
resources into classrooms and programs that improve outcomes for MPS students.  
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Background and Policy Context 
 
In this section, we describe relevant background information as a way to frame our analysis and 
observations of service sharing and its potential pursuit by MPS (in partnership with the City or 
County). 
 
What  do  we  m ean  by  “shared  serv ic es ” ?  
 
“Intergovernmental shared services” is an umbrella term that refers to a range of ways local 
governments and school districts work together with the goal of enhancing efficiencies, bolstering 
service levels, and/or saving money. Approaches to intergovernmental service sharing vary along a 
continuum that can range from joint equipment purchases or contracting to formal consolidation of 
functions or entire governmental units. Almost any service provided by local government could be 
delivered through some level of service sharing. 

A 2005 study exploring service sharing among local governments in the Eau Claire, Wisconsin area 
describes the service sharing continuum as occurring along four broad bands of activity that 
increase in complexity from cooperation/resource sharing, to coordination, to functional 
consolidation, to full consolidation. Corresponding to each level are three strategies with varying 
levels of relationship, communication, structure, and accountability. Table 1 illustrates this 
framework for the purposes of this report. 
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Table 1: Service sharing continuum (left to right, in order of formality and complexity) 

    Cooperation/ 
resource sharing   Coordination   

Collaboration or 
functional 

consolidation 
  Full consolidation 

Description   

Short-term, informal 
relationship without a 
commonly defined 
mission 

  

More formal, 
longer-term 
relationship that 
requires explicit 
planning, division 
of labor, and 
sharing of 
leadership 

  

Well-defined 
relationship 
designed to pool 
resources, achieve 
results that cannot 
be achieved alone, 
foster joint decision 
making, and share 
systems and 
structures 

  

Permanent 
responsibility and 
authority is placed 
in one organization, 
either through 
merging two or 
more entities or 
ceding authority of 
one to another to 
provide services 

Strategies 

  Share information   Produce joint 
efforts   Plan collectively   

 
Create 
independent, 
integrated 
organization 

  Promote other 
organizations   Share costs   Operate joint 

program   

 
Adjust authority or 
boundaries to 
provide combined 
services under one 
organization 

  Contribute resources   Reconcile program 
activities   

Create shared 
structures (e.g., 
departments, 
budgets, oversight) 
 

  Combine 
organizations 

Examples 

  
Verbal 
intergovernmental 
agreements 

  
Councils of 
Government, 
Planning Councils 

  

Equipment or 
facility sharing 
 
Regional planning 

  

 
Establishment of 
an independent 
joint agency or 
special district, 
such as a regional 
fire department 

  

Formation of informal 
groups or committees 
to meet and/or 
communicate regularly 
to share individual 
plans/activities 

  

 
Contract for 
services with 
another 
government 

  

 
Joint service 
agreements or 
service provision 
transfer  

  
Cede function to 
another level of 
government 

  Mutual aid agreements 
 

  Joint/cooperative 
purchasing 

  Merged 
departments 

  Combine 
governments 

               

Source: Adapted from City Council Shared Services Committee (March 10, 2006) Final Report. City of Eau Claire. 
http://icma.org/en/icma/knowledge_network/documents/kn/Document/1484/Shared_Services_Report  

  

http://icma.org/en/icma/knowledge_network/documents/kn/Document/1484/Shared_Services_Report
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In s ights  from  prev io us  Pu bl ic  P ol icy  Fo ru m  work  
o n  serv ic e  shar in g 
 
The Public Policy Forum has extensive experience conducting service sharing studies (most recently 
in the areas of fire and rescue, public safety dispatch, and public health) as well as providing 
facilitation and technical assistance to local governments interested in pursuing service sharing 
throughout southeast Wisconsin. In 2011, the Forum was asked by Milwaukee County’s 
Intergovernmental Cooperation Council (ICC) – which consists of the County's 19 municipalities as 
well as County government itself – to facilitate a Shared Services and Cooperation Work Group. The 
group is tasked with identifying promising cooperative efforts that merit detailed fiscal and 
programmatic analysis.  
 
One of the important accomplishments of this work group is the development of a 2015 agreement 
between Milwaukee County and its 19 municipalities to jointly purchase new voting machines and to 
have the City of Milwaukee and Milwaukee County jointly coordinate the machines' programming. 
The agreement benefited all parties – the municipalities saved substantially through bulk purchase 
of machines and reduced programming costs, and the County's Election Commission vastly reduced 
administrative costs and logistical challenges on election night and the weeks leading up to it. 
 
The Forum continues to undertake research, analysis, and facilitation projects focused on identifying 
and documenting the benefits of specific service sharing and functional consolidation opportunities. 
This report, however, marks the first time the Forum has undertaken a high-level analysis to 
determine the potential benefits of service sharing among Milwaukee County’s largest governments. 
 
M cK in sey  repo rt  po in ts  to  areas  o f  serv ic e  
shar in g po ten t ial  
 
“Toward a Stronger Milwaukee Public Schools,” the 2009 independent evaluation of the finances 
and operations of Milwaukee Public Schools commissioned by Governor Doyle and Mayor Barrett, 
(commonly known as the McKinsey study), examined the district’s non-instructional costs and 
opportunities for greater operational efficiency.1 The analysis identified up to $100 million in non-
instructional cost savings that potentially could be realized through initiatives in areas such as 
employee and retiree benefits, purchasing, food services, transportation, administration, and 
facilities and maintenance. Since then, MPS has addressed many of the opportunities highlighted in 
the study. Our analysis builds on these findings by seeking out cost-saving opportunities in these and 
other areas, though our focus specifically is on intergovernmental service sharing as an avenue for 
achieving efficiencies, cost savings, service level enhancements, and other benefits.   
 
Rol e  o f  state  g overn m ent  
 
State policy plays an important role in shaping the municipal service sharing climate in Wisconsin. 
Wisconsin is among a number of states with a long history of exploring shared services as a way to 
improve the efficiency with which local governments deliver public services. Both current laws and 
legislative proposals nationwide point to the following three main levers states can pull to foster 
                                                      
1 Toward a stronger Milwaukee Public Schools (April 2009) 
http://www.ci.mil.wi.us/ImageLibrary/Groups/MayorAuthors/PDFsHighlights/MPSReport090409.pdf  

http://www.ci.mil.wi.us/ImageLibrary/Groups/MayorAuthors/PDFsHighlights/MPSReport090409.pdf
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intergovernmental cooperation at the local level: 
 

• Facilitation: Efforts by states to encourage and remove barriers to service sharing through 
legislative adjustments, centralizing resources and information, technical assistance to local 
governments, and temporary task forces and commissions.  

• Carrots: Financial incentives such as grants or low-interest loans as seed money to cover 
feasibility studies, start-up costs, pilot demonstration projects, or technical assistance. 

• Sticks: Legislative mandates and financial penalties for entities that do not pursue service 
sharing and/or consolidation. 

 
Wisconsin state law generally does not mandate service sharing among local governments. However, 
it contains numerous provisions that are intended to encourage municipalities and school districts to 
create and pursue service sharing opportunities tailored to their local context.  
 
Section 66.0301 of the Wisconsin State Statutes grants broad authority to municipalities to enter 
into shared service agreements, stating that any municipality may contract with another for “the 
receipt or furnishing of services or the joint exercise of any power or duty required or authorized by 
law.” The legislative intent is to encourage intergovernmental cooperation, as it goes on to say it 
should be “interpreted liberally in favor of cooperative action between municipalities…” Similarly, 
section 120.13(3) of the statutes extends general powers to school boards to “promote the cause of 
education,” including the authority to enter into agreements with other governments. 
 
Other sections of the statutes authorize various forms of cooperative arrangements between specific 
types of local governments (including school districts) and for a variety of functions. For example,  
Wisconsin’s 1999 comprehensive planning law, commonly known as the “smart growth” initiative 
(Wisconsin Statutes section 66.1001), promotes and provides extensive guidance on joint planning 
and decision-making regarding land-use-related service sharing between municipalities. 
 
The State also has appointed several commissions and task forces that focused on local government 
efficiency, collaboration, and revenue sharing since the 1950s,2 many of which placed emphasis on 
intergovernmental cooperation and shared services in particular. The most well-known of these was 
the 2001 Governor’s Blue-Ribbon Commission on State-Local Partnerships for the 21st Century, 
more commonly known as the Kettl Commission. Many of the Kettl Commission’s recommendations 
emphasized the need for the State to create incentives for collaboration among local governments 
that would be driven by service delivery efficiencies, as opposed to governmental boundaries. 
Previous to Kettl, Wisconsin’s 1995 SAVE Commission proposed a “stick” approach in the form of a 
flat 5% cut in state aid to local governments, half of which would have been returned to those that 
demonstrated savings incurred from efficiency measures.3 
  

                                                      
2 Local Government Reform Institute of Wisconsin. Wisconsin local government reform initiatives. 
http://www.localgovinstitute.org/reform  
3Dyke, Don (December 14, 1994) Memo No. 2 to members of Wisconsin Legislative Council special committee on shared 
governmental services. http://www.localgovinstitute.org/Portals/0/Documents/Library/reform/wisconsin-local-
government-reform-initiatives/1994-committee-on-shared-governmental-services.pdf?ver=2016-11-17-125401-547 

http://www.localgovinstitute.org/reform
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 Overview of MPS-City  and  
MPS-County cooperation  
 
In considering the possibility of enhanced service sharing and cooperation between MPS, the City, 
and the County, it is important to take note of historical legal structures and cooperative practices. In 
this section, we provide a high-level perspective on such history, which is intended to provide needed 
context for later discussion of specific service sharing opportunities. 
 
M P S-C i ty  o f  M il wauk ee  co op erat ion  
 
The City of Milwaukee and MPS have a longstanding history of both formal and informal 
intergovernmental cooperation involving service sharing. The formal side of this history largely stems 
both from the statutory relationship between the City and MPS, and from a number of key historical 
intergovernmental agreements. Complementing these official forms of cooperation, many officials 
with whom we spoke also describe a proactive working relationship between the two governments – 
one where department-level employees often seek out opportunities to create efficiencies and cost 
savings through collaboration. This section lays out key aspects of the formal history of service 
sharing between MPS and the City. In subsequent sections, we describe instances of both formal 
and informal cooperative initiatives and programs in a number of specific functional areas. 
 
While MPS and the City of Milwaukee are separate legal entities that are governed by separately 
elected bodies, they are interconnected both functionally and structurally. For example, Chapter 119 
of the Wisconsin State Statutes contains a provision establishing MPS buildings and properties as 
“city-owned property used for school purposes.” In practice, MPS controls the use of the facilities but 
is not charged rent.  
 
In addition, only the City can levy property taxes or issue bonds to meet the district’s approved 
budget or capital needs. Similarly, any local property taxes, proceeds from city bond issues, state aid, 
and federal revenue to be allocated for MPS operations and capital programs must flow through and 
be disbursed by the City Treasurer. Finally, the City retains the related interest earnings on funds 
designated for MPS operations and capital budgets. At the same time, the City pays for debt service 
on some school-related debt as well as interest payments on revenue anticipation notes extended to 
MPS each year. 
 
Historically, these structural conditions have fostered and/or necessitated a number of 
intergovernmental cooperative arrangements that continue to inform the manner in which City and 
MPS officials view their relationship and jointly approach problem-solving. For example, prior to 
1998, a “service-trading” relationship between the City and MPS emerged whereby the City incurred 
debt service costs for MPS-related debt and provided a number of other financial and support 
services in exchange for keeping any interest earnings on MPS funds it held in a custodial capacity 
(which have been quite low in more recent years).  
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This arrangement allowed MPS to include the interest expense portion of its debt service in the 
expenses for which it was eligible to receive State school aids, essentially allowing MPS to benefit 
from costs incurred by the City.4  
 
In 1996, MPS and the City jointly commissioned a comprehensive analysis of the state of their fiscal 
and statutory relationship at the time. The report – which was published the following year (referred 
to here as “1997 study”) – outlined the following landscape of service sharing that existed between 
MPS and the City at the time.5 (Much of this landscape has shifted since 1997, and some of these 
shifts are discussed below.) 
 
Financial and support services MPS was providing to the City according to 1997 study: 
 

• Interest income on MPS general and construction fund balances6 
• Election maintenance: MPS schools serve as polling locations for elections held in the City, 

and MPS staff and facilities incur election-related costs 
• Recreation facility maintenance and programs: The MPS Department of Recreation & 

Community Services provides a wide array of facilities and programming to all City residents 
• Cooling centers: MPS schools and recreation sites with air conditioning are open as a shelter 

in the event of a heat-related emergency 
• Truancy abatement and burglary suppression: MPS provides 50% of the cost of this state-

mandated program 
• Miscellaneous other maintenance services associated with City use of MPS staffing or 

facilities 
 
Financial and support services the City was providing to MPS according to 1997 study: 
 

• City Comptroller, City Treasurer, and Public Debt Commission: The City acts as a bank for 
MPS, providing cash and debt management services such as purchase of delinquent 
property taxes, sale and payment of general obligation debt, sale and payment of revenue 
anticipation notes to meet short-term cash flow needs, etc. 

• City Attorney: City acts as legal counsel to Milwaukee Board of School Directors on most 
matters 

• Police department: Crossing guards 
• Department of employee relations: Staffing/recruitment and workers’ compensation 
• Health department: Nursing services, environmental health (pool, asbestos, and other 

inspections), and consumer protection (such as cafeteria inspection) 
• Office of the Elections Commissioner: Costs associated with Milwaukee Board of School 

Directors elections 

                                                      
4 It should be noted that the City was no worse off as a result of this arrangement. Indeed, the tactic advantaged City 
taxpayers overall, as the City was not allowed to count interest expense for the purposes of calculating state shared 
revenue, whereas the state school aid formula did allow MPS, drawing from the same property tax base, to count interest 
expense on debt for the purposes of calculating  state aid. 
5 David M. Griffith & Associates, Ltd.; Leabman Associates, Inc.; Washington, Pittman & McKeever (June 1997) Evaluation 
of the statutory and fiscal relationship between the Milwaukee Public Schools and the City of Milwaukee. 
6 City officials note that in recent years, interest earnings have been minimal. 
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• Miscellaneous other services: Indirect costs primarily associated with City departments’ role 
in previously referenced statute-mandated services to MPS, the City’s role as real estate 
agent for MPS properties, etc. 

 
1998-2008 intergovernmental agreement for MPS-City shared services 
 
Based on this comprehensive assessment of the MPS-City service sharing relationships and related 
recommendations, the 1997 report substantially informed the first intergovernmental agreement 
between MPS and the City7 that formalized and synthesized this bundle of shared service 
arrangements. The agreement was in effect only from 1998 and 2008, but much of this historical 
service sharing structure remains in place today. The agreement included the following features: 
  

• The City agreed to issue general obligation debt and pay debt service expense to fund 
several major MPS capital improvements, the largest of which was for what is known today 
as Bradley Tech High School. 

• The City would continue to provide the following support services to MPS as outlined in the 
1997 independent analysis: 

o City Comptroller, City Treasurer, and Public Debt Commission 
o City Attorney 
o Police department: Crossing guards 
o Department of employee relations – Staffing/recruitment and workers’ 

compensation 
o Health department: Nursing services 

• MPS would begin annual payments to the City for these support services, which historically 
had been provided without charge. In 1998, MPS agreed to pay $3,529,117 with annual 
adjustments not to exceed the Consumer Price Index (the payment reached $3,988,700 by 
2008). In addition, as was customary, the City would continue to retain any interest on MPS 
fund balances. 

 
The financial benefits gained by the City through charging MPS for the cost of support services 
essentially was exchanged for increased MPS borrowing authority, making this new arrangement 
mutually beneficial. Perhaps even more beneficial, adjustments to state aid calculations for MPS and 
the City resulting from this new arrangement produced a property tax levy savings of just over $2 
million for combined MPS-City taxpayers.8  
 
MPS-City service sharing today 
 
Although the original 10-year intergovernmental agreement lapsed in 2008, MPS and the City 
continue to provide a similar set of services to each other as they did before the agreement was put 
in place. Yet, several shifts in the landscape also have erected obstacles to building on the 
formalized service sharing arrangement.  
 

                                                      
7 City of Milwaukee (October 26, 1998) Intergovernmental Cooperation Agreement between the City of Milwaukee and the 
Board of School Directors for the Milwaukee Public Schools (Common Council File No. 980967) 
8 Helgerson, J. Arthur (November 24, 1997) City of Milwaukee Budget & Management Working Paper. Meeting with MPS 
officials to discuss DMG study of the relationship between MPS and the city. File Ref: 97048 
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The 1998-2008 service sharing arrangement was especially beneficial to both MPS and the City 
because of the allocation methodologies used by the State to distribute shared revenue to cities and 
equalization aids to school districts. Simply put, for every Milwaukee taxpayer dollar spent, the state 
reimbursed MPS at a higher level than it did the City. Therefore, under applicable law at the time, it 
was more advantageous for Milwaukee taxpayers – in terms of state aid flowing in to offset local 
property taxes – to have support service costs paid by MPS rather than the City. According to local 
officials, as the reimbursement formulas and other legal provisions have shifted over time, the 
advantage to taxpayers is no longer as pronounced.  
 
Another hurdle to renewing the intergovernmental agreement is related to the nursing services 
portion of the agreement. Throughout the 10-year term of the agreement, MPS became increasingly 
dissatisfied with what it perceived as insufficient time allocated to school nursing by City Public 
Health Department nurses. We explore this further in the nursing services section of this report. 
 
Since the end of the 2008 agreement, the City of Milwaukee and the Redevelopment Authority of the 
City of Milwaukee (RACM) have entered into intergovernmental agreements that extended borrowing 
authority to MPS. The agreements allow MPS to take advantage of a provision in the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) (also known as the federal "stimulus” bill) that enabled the 
City and RACM to issue low- or no-interest Qualified School Construction Bonds. The bonds have 
been used to address a number of deferred and major maintenance capital projects.  
 
One of the intergovernmental agreements (approved between the City and MPS in 2009) contains a 
provision that essentially ended any remaining elements of the 1998-2008 service sharing 
arrangement, saying the City no longer was obligated to provide support services to MPS (other than 
those legally required), but would consider requests by MPS on an as-needed basis. In the absence 
of a formal service sharing agreement, City and MPS officials appear to be generally satisfied with 
the legally required service sharing practices surrounding the City Attorney and City Comptroller as 
well as informal departmental efforts to approach problems and resource needs cooperatively. 
 
The Milwaukee Common Council considered a resolution in 2009 to formalize a high-level study to 
identify duplication of services across the City, County, and MPS and to recommend functional 
consolidations to address them. However, to date, no such study has been initiated. Nevertheless, 
the City and MPS have collaborated informally and through numerous separate intergovernmental 
agreements to address a number of distinct mutual functional needs.  
 
For example, City-MPS cooperation on school safety has continued in numerous forms since the end 
of the 1998 agreement. The City and MPS continue to cooperate and share costs for Milwaukee 
Police Department (MPD) officers employed for the state-mandated Truancy Abatement and 
Suppression Program. MPS and the City also have collaborated to develop and fund (with local as 
well as federal grant money) a school resource officer program that employs MPD officers to promote 
safety and security in MPS schools. Additionally, the City still provides crossing guards supervised by 
MPD, although MPS does not budget for them, and they do not serve MPS exclusively. More recently, 
MPS and MPD have partnered on a contract for MPD to provide supplemental police patrols and 
uniformed officers, principally at or near MPS high schools, at the end of the school day when staff 
and students are leaving school campuses.  
 
In subsequent sections of this report, we highlight additional functions in which MPS and the City 
have demonstrated a collaborative relationship in pursuit of efficiencies, cost savings, process 
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improvement, or enhanced service levels – in many cases, outside of statutory obligations and 
formal intergovernmental agreements.  
 
M P S-M ilwaukee  C oun ty  coo p erat io n  
 
In the absence of statutory mandates, MPS and Milwaukee County have engaged in more limited 
service sharing than that which has occurred between MPS and the City. Nevertheless, whether 
stipulated in formal intergovernmental agreements or informal partnerships, Milwaukee County and 
MPS have exhibited collaboration, most notably in service areas related to social services and 
mental health. For example, the two governments have collaborated on Wraparound Milwaukee, 
Medicaid enrollments, intensive day treatment programs, free lunch provision, recreation facility 
sharing, restorative justice training, and resolution of truancy cases.  
 
In 2011, MPS and County leaders discussed potential efforts to build on past programmatic 
collaboration surrounding mental health services, crime prevention/truancy, and child care, and to 
explore additional service sharing opportunities in administrative functions. As part of these 
discussions, MPS generated a list of common interests for consideration as possible service sharing 
opportunities. Examples include the following: 
 

• Human resources, including employee insurance 
• Health services 
• Parks and recreation programming and facilities: Use of parks for MPS recreation program 

and reduced rates for field trips, such as at Milwaukee County Parks and the Mitchell Park 
Conservatory (The Domes). 

• Joint purchasing and procurement, including emphasis on using Historically Underutilized 
Businesses 

• Food services 
• Grants management 
• Fiscal management 
• Mental health support for students 

o More efficiency in obtaining parent consent for Mobile Urgent Treatment Team  
o Support for students in accessing joint services  
o Tighter communication among mental health services 

• Safety and security 
o Training from Milwaukee County Sheriff’s office on crime prevention in and around 

schools 
o Improved communication regarding student education at detention centers 
o Better connection with parole officers 

• Student transportation: County bus service for MPS students at reduced rates 
• Use of MPS buildings (such as for use by Milwaukee County Behavioral Health Division) 
• Information technology: Use of County IT system to track movement of MPS students and 

student health needs. 
 
Both the Milwaukee Board of School Directors and the Milwaukee County Board of Supervisors 
heard informational testimony about these discussions. To date, however, there has been little 
movement on broad-based formal service sharing between the two governments.   
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MPS Service Sharing in  
S ix  Key Functional Areas  
 
Based upon our research, we selected six government functions to explore in depth that we believe 
to hold potential for service sharing between MPS and the City and/or County. Those functions are 
procurement, human resources, information technology, nursing, mental health services, and parks 
and recreation facilities maintenance. For each function, we analyze the current status and future 
potential for shared services and provide a summary grid that reflects our findings and our 
assessment of that potential.  
 
P ro cu rem en t  ( pu rc has in g and  con trac t in g)  
 
Current and historical landscape 
 
Of the local government functions that lend themselves to service sharing and consolidation, 
cooperative approaches to procurement (i.e., the acquisition of goods and services from external 
vendors) are especially common. Well-designed arrangements for cooperative contracting for 
services or purchasing commodities (like road salt, fuel, or office supplies) are attractive for local 
governments for five principal reasons: 
 

1. Cooperatives enlarge negotiating power by including the purchasing needs of multiple 
organizations. This leverages their expanded volume, resulting in cost savings through 
comparatively more favorable discounted bulk purchasing fees. 
 

2. Greater buying power is especially beneficial in more complex joint bidding endeavors such 
as for health insurance or information technology services. The cooperative can exert greater 
influence on vendors over the terms of a contract or can negotiate special terms to maximize 
cost effectiveness for individual parties.  
 

3. Cooperatives, with their larger purchasing power, tend to elicit better vendor responsiveness. 
This can take shape as timely implementation of needed upgrades, adjustments to service 
levels, or improvements in product or service quality. 
 

4. Cost savings also accrue as the administrative costs and risks associated with establishing a 
cooperative purchasing contract (e.g., researching market and prices; administering a 
competitive bidding process; selecting vendors; drafting, negotiating, and monitoring 
contracts) are more broadly spread out among multiple cooperative members. 
 

5. Cooperative procurement arrangements call for advanced planning but are easier to 
establish than other forms of service sharing. They tend to foster stronger, more effective 
communication networks that can be leveraged for future cooperation. These arrangements 
also generally are lower risk relative to other functional consolidations.  

 
The effectiveness and appropriateness of cooperative procurement approaches have their limits, 
however. Although cooperative purchasing is one of the most common forms of service sharing, it is 
not always effective. Both local and national officials have noted instances where local governments 
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have crafted more competitive contracts by negotiating with vendors unilaterally. This can be 
especially true when goods or services to be purchased are unique or when demand and supply can 
be volatile or unpredictable (such as with road salt).  
 
Moreover, the extent of cost savings achieved by the cooperative depends on an effective lead 
administrator with strong skills in acquisition planning and the ability to inspire trust on the part of 
cooperative members such that they remain committed to the effort. This is especially important 
because, as with many forms of service sharing, purchasing cooperatives may not produce 
substantial cost savings in the early stages of the partnership. Savings from joint procurement 
arrangements tend to become more robust over time, as each subsequent round of contracting 
demonstrates increasingly effective contract administration and negotiation of contract terms.  
 
One of the simplest forms of cooperative procurement takes form as a larger government (often a 
state government) using its buying power and administrative resources to establish a favorable 
procurement contract on its own and subsequently inviting other smaller governments to 
“piggyback” on the larger contract. This form of loosely-held voluntary cooperative procurement is 
especially advantageous for the newcomers in that it allows them to contract at much lower prices 
than they could individually and without incurring the accompanying administrative expense. In 
contrast, a truly joint procurement arrangement would bring together multiple parties who commit to 
a joint contract which pools the combined volume of all parties prior to acquisition. This leveraged 
volume and committed participation puts greater pressure on vendor pricing and therefore has the 
potential to elicit greater cost savings than voluntary piggybacking-style arrangements. 
 
Existing/past cooperative procurement arrangements involving MPS, City, and County 
 
Both formal and informal piggybacking has appeared at various times as a cooperative procurement 
practice involving MPS and either the City or County. For example, as the local government in metro 
Milwaukee with the largest snow removal responsibility, the City of Milwaukee at one time extended 
its bulk purchasing power for road salt, in years when it had excess inventory, offering it at lower 
prices to MPS than MPS could have bought it on its own.9 Milwaukee’s largest local governments 
also are making use of a variety of broad-based cooperative purchasing tools available statewide.  
 
VendorNet, for example, is an electronic purchasing portal operated by the State of Wisconsin that 
facilitates purchasing arrangements for a relatively comprehensive array of goods and services used 
by the state and local governments.10 All three of Milwaukee’s largest local governments make use 
of VendorNet for certain items as a way to benefit from favorable discounts and other terms 
established in previously negotiated state procurement contracts.  
 
VALUE: Volume Acquisition and Large Uniform Expenditures, is a nonprofit purchasing cooperative of 
local governments in the southeast Wisconsin region, including at various times MPS, the City, and 

                                                      
9 This arrangement caught MPS short of salt one year when salt was in short supply due to unexpected weather conditions, 
and the City did not have excess capacity to sell. Since that time, MPS and the City no longer collaborate on salt 
procurement. Commodities characterized by volatile supply and demand can be difficult to procure cooperatively. Doing so 
ideally, calls on the parties to design detailed formal agreements with clear contingency language. 
10 Wisconsin Department of Administration. Welcome to VendorNet (website) https://vendornet.wi.gov/Home.aspx  

https://vendornet.wi.gov/Home.aspx
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County, that facilitates group purchasing and discount pricing of common goods and services.11 
Member agencies pay $50 per year, which allows them to advertise their own bids and then invite 
others to join in to obtain volume pricing. 
 
Opportunities and policy options 
 
Our interviews with key informants have revealed several opportunities for enhanced cooperative 
procurement efforts between MPS and either the City, County, or both. Some already are in the early 
stages of exploration. Those opportunities are summarized below. 
 
Formalize a joint environmental scan to identify untapped joint purchasing opportunities 
 
Either as part of their existing involvement in VALUE or as a separate effort focused on the distinct 
needs of large governments in the Milwaukee region, Milwaukee’s three largest governments could 
jointly conduct regular environmental scans for untapped joint procurement opportunities. Those 
might include individual purchasing contracts that are not already part of a cooperative agreement; 
contracts established by nearby large local governments; and new contracts administered through 
large-scale cooperatives such as VendorNet, VALUE, and the national and function-specific 
cooperatives they list on their websites.  
 
To the extent they may not already be doing it, MPS, the City, and the County could establish a 
standard step in the bidding/RFP process whereby they ask or require vendors to offer the same 
goods and services at the same terms/pricing to all three entities. The spirit of this practice already 
is in place. Informants indicated the City and County already do this much of the time. Also, MPS 
includes standard language in its bids and RFPs asking if vendors will extend pricing to all VALUE 
members. 
 
These objectives align with several insights we heard during our interviews with local officials. 
Although Milwaukee’s largest local governments always have the option of expanding their use of 
established statewide and regional cooperatives like VendorNet and VALUE, one cited impediment to 
doing so is that some of their needs are too unique to make optimal use of contracts established by 
smaller municipalities. To address this, they could consider establishing their own Milwaukee County 
regional cooperative for various procurement needs. Membership could be opened up to smaller 
municipalities and school districts that may have similar needs at various times.  
 
Some officials with whom we spoke also suggested there may be untapped opportunity to more 
strategically leverage existing contracts established by other large nearby municipalities and school 
districts, especially those in Waukesha County. Among the goods cited as conducive to more 
strategic joint purchasing were vehicles, specialized maintenance equipment, tractors, and a variety 
of supplies and commodities.  
 
Professional services, such as legal and accounting services, especially for temporary needs, also 
may present opportunities for service sharing. According to the City’s procurement director, the City 
has been contracting out for various clerical functions for at least 10 years and recently broadened 
                                                      
11 V.A.L.U.E. In Local Government: Cooperative purchasing program of Southeastern Wisconsin (website) 
http://value4gov.org/History 
 

http://value4gov.org/History
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the contract scope to include professional functions. To the extent that other large governments 
identify common workforce needs, they could consider joint contracting for temporary or longer-term 
staffing services. One cited concern with this approach, however, is that the structure and function of 
workforce needs may be specific enough to each entity to pose considerable barriers to joint 
contracting.  
 
Finally, another function of this formalized intercommunication on procurement opportunities could 
be a forum for policy makers to discuss various criteria, requirements, definitions, and policy goals 
that each government uses to award contracts to a variety of specific constituencies such as 
disadvantaged or minority-owned businesses. It may be helpful to explore where all three 
governments can align their policy goals and criteria such that impacts of such changes enhance the 
desired impact on target populations and do not inadvertently create barriers to their participation. 
  
Capitalize on State and County investments in online procurement 
 
The first option is a relatively low-risk communication-based approach to identifying cooperative 
procurement opportunities. It does not necessarily call for considerable additional investments in 
capacity, but rather for a restructuring of current communication and planning practices.  
 
Another idea to emerge from our interviews is to establish a virtual contracting storefront that 
essentially automates the environmental scan discussed previously to provide real-time listings of all 
available contracting opportunities on which local public agencies could piggyback. Effective 
execution of such a venture would call for investments into dedicated administrative staff for both 
planning and implementation, and a computerized work order management system common to all 
participating entities, among other provisions.  
 
Toward this end, according to Milwaukee County procurement officials, its recently installed e-
procurement system could be an asset to all three governments. In late 2015, Milwaukee County 
invested considerable resources to purchase an e-procurement software system called Marketplace 
Central (the State of Wisconsin uses components of the same system under the name WISBuy). The 
State’s WISBuy system is an online shopping website that allows other public entities – such as the 
University of Wisconsin System and municipalities throughout Wisconsin – to purchase a wide array 
of items at State-contracted prices.12 Milwaukee County’s Marketplace Central system is a more 
robust procure-to-pay system, integrating online shopping, RFPs, vendor communication, and 
contract monitoring, among other modules.  
 
County officials state that Marketplace Central could be configured, tailored, and leveraged for use 
by all three entities, either separately or cooperatively. As research for this project was underway, 
Milwaukee County and MPS had begun exploring how they could partner to capitalize on the 
potential efficiencies of handling procurement through the County’s Marketplace Central system. 
To the extent the three entities wish to consider using the same platform, MPS and the City could 
investigate for themselves whether the County’s new system could, in fact, meet their needs feasibly 
and cost effectively.  
 
  
                                                      
12 Wisconsin Department of Administration. WISBuy (website) http://www.doa.state.wi.us/Divisions/enterprise-
operations/state-bureau-of-procurement/wisbuy 

http://www.doa.state.wi.us/Divisions/enterprise-operations/state-bureau-of-procurement/wisbuy
http://www.doa.state.wi.us/Divisions/enterprise-operations/state-bureau-of-procurement/wisbuy
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Consolidation of procurement process and management 
 
Alternatively, Milwaukee’s local governments could move toward a longer-term endeavor, that is, 
consolidation of procurement processes and management. 
 
Taking a page out of the federal playbook (the General Services Administration or GSA), a second 
approach would be to move even farther along the consolidation continuum by creating a central 
procurement organization within the State, County, or other body to handle and automate all 
processes associated with procurement (contract management, payments, etc.) for participating 
entities. If such an entity followed the example of the GSA, participating agencies would not have to 
pay to be members. Rather, the implementation and administrative costs of operating the service 
would be covered by vendors who would pay a percentage of any awarded contracts.  
 
This approach carries both advantages and disadvantages. Despite the upfront cost of establishing 
such a structure, it could confer considerable benefits to public agencies that could choose from a 
number of competitively vetted master contracts for a variety of goods and services without having to 
undergo an RFP process. Vendors could benefit, as well, from not having to devise an invoicing 
system (it would be automated through a web-based procurement clearinghouse), enhanced security 
and predictability with regard to contracts, and reduced risk.  
 
At the same time, some with whom we spoke cited potential unintended impacts for small and 
minority-owned businesses that may have trouble competing in this environment unless provisions 
were established to facilitate their participation. Others caution the difficulty of undertaking this type 
of effort in light of significant differences in purchasing procedures in place in each of the three 
governments. 
 
Procurement Summary Grid 
 
The following table summarizes our assessment of the past, current, and future status of service 
sharing opportunities for the procurement function.    
 

Table 2: Summary of service sharing landscape and opportunities: PROCUREMENT 

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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Hu m an  reso urc es  
 
Current and historical landscape 
 
As a set of administrative functions common to all local governments, human resources generally 
presents a number of promising opportunities for service sharing, some of which overlap with ideas 
we explored in other functional areas, particularly procurement and nursing. To varying levels of 
success, all three local governments highlighted in this report have actively pursued such 
opportunities, especially those related to employee benefits. In addition, top ranking human 
resources officials from MPS, the City of Milwaukee, Milwaukee County, and the Milwaukee County 
Transit System meet several times a year, often facilitated by a consultant they have hired jointly, to 
identify ways to leverage untapped opportunities to achieve efficiencies and cost savings through 
intergovernmental cooperation.  
 
As will be discussed further below, through this institutionalized communication structure, these 
governments have focused their pursuit of efficiencies on the two largest cost drivers of employee 
benefits – health and prescription benefits. While opportunities exist to realize efficiencies in other 
types of benefits – for example, MPS, the City, and the County engaged in a joint request for 
proposal (RFP) process for dental coverage – the lower expenditure amounts associated with non-
medical/pharmacy benefits render potential cost savings from service sharing in those areas 
marginal by comparison. 
 
Ongoing efforts to jointly bid out for employee health and prescription benefits  
 
Of the service sharing successes achieved by the three governments to date, two of the most 
prominent are the establishment of a joint employee benefit procurement process for medical 
benefits and joint purchasing of prescription drug benefits. Over the past five to six years, the 
individual members comprising the Milwaukee County Health Care Consortium (MPS, the City of 
Milwaukee, Milwaukee County, and Milwaukee County Transit System) have cooperated on requests 
for proposals to identify the most cost effective alternatives available for providing employee medical 
and prescription benefits.  
 
Joint procurement process for medical benefits 
 
Early in 2014, consortium members issued a joint RFP for a third-party administrator for health 
benefits to explore whether they could collectively reach more favorable terms than those achieved 
through their current employee benefit contracts. For various reasons (some of which we explore 
briefly below), the members of the consortium have not sought to align their plan designs to avail 
themselves of any cost savings that might accrue from a joint purchase of employee healthcare 
benefits. The main intent, rather, has been to create a much larger pool of covered lives and to 
effectuate a streamlined joint RFP process to incentivize benefits providers to offer the most 
favorable contract terms possible for each entity.  
 
By bidding out as a consortium and agreeing to engage with the vendors collectively, each member 
has benefited because the RFP included language asking vendors to reduce their bids even further if 
all consortium members used the same vendor. Moreover, presenting to vendors as a united large 
block of insured lives carries with it the implied threat that all three could take their business to a 
different vendor together (or separately). Because all contract terms are now aligned, all four entities 
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have the option to continue to enter the marketplace on one RFP, thereby garnering much more 
leverage than they would have alone. This cooperative approach continues to satisfy consortium 
policy makers, as all four members renewed their employee health care benefits contracts with that 
vendor through 2019. 
  
Joint purchasing of prescription pharmacy benefits 
 
The same joint RFP process has allowed consortium members to leverage their considerable buying 
power to jointly purchase prescription drug benefits for their employees and achieve millions of 
dollars in cost savings for all consortium members. In 2014, governing bodies of all four consortium 
members approved resolutions to jointly purchase employee pharmacy benefit coverage from a 
subsidiary of the same healthcare vendor with whom they negotiated individually. The initial contract 
was for two years (2015 and 2016) with the option to renew in 2017. Instead of renewing under the 
existing contract, the consortium requested renewal proposals from potential prescription benefits 
vendors. This led the existing vendor to offer favorable changes to the terms of the pharmacy 
contracts, which the parties each approved and which extend through 2019.  
 
As with the medical contracts, each consortium member entered into its own individual contract with 
the benefit provider, but by collectively agreeing to contract with the same vendor, they achieved 
additional group discounts (and taxpayer savings). For example, Milwaukee County estimates its 
savings over the two years of the initial contract to exceed $13 million (a portion of which likely 
stems from opportune timing associated with a number of drug  patents expiring around the time of 
the benefit contract negotiations). 
 
Workers’ compensation 
 
The City and MPS once had a longstanding arrangement whereby the City administered workers' 
compensation claims for MPS under its self-funded, self-administered system.13 In 2009, the City 
implemented a risk management program which dramatically reduced costs related to workplace 
injuries. Once savings from reduced workplace injuries began to level off, however, the City opted to 
explore the use of a third party administrator (TPA) as a way to reduce administrative costs 
associated with claims management.  
 
In 2015, the City issued a comprehensive request for proposals, which included language giving the 
City and MPS the option of entering into a joint contract or negotiating separate agreements with an 
eventual TPA vendor. Last fall, the City and MPS opted to enter into separate agreements with the 
same vendor.  
 
The County has undergone a similar shift toward a TPA. Having been one of only two counties in 
Wisconsin administering its own workers’ compensation claims, the County recently contracted out 
for such services and realized significant savings in doing so. The City had explored the option of 
using the County’s TPA, but found the vendor did not offer the service level capacity the City sought.  
 
  

                                                      
13 David M. Griffith & Associates, Ltd.; Leabman Associates, Inc.; Washington, Pittman & McKeever (June 1997) Evaluation 
of the statutory and fiscal relationship between the Milwaukee Public Schools and the City of Milwaukee 
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Staffing 
 
Historically, the City’s Department of Employee Relations provided a number of statutorily-required 
services to MPS, including administering examinations required by the Civil Service Commission for 
certain types of MPS employees (generally, this applied to those who are not professional educators 
or administrators, such as teachers and principals). Once the required examinations were 
administered, MPS executed the actual hiring process.14   
 
According to MPS officials, the arrangement was not meeting their needs, creating lengthy delays in 
the hiring process and presumably causing some qualified candidates to receive job offers 
elsewhere. MPS eventually obtained authorization from the City to manage its own recruitment and 
hiring process, including administering civil service examinations. Although the change adds cost to 
the MPS budget, MPS officials view it as a net benefit because of the control it now retains over the 
timing, pacing, and selection of employees. This is an arena where service sharing was occurring, but 
separate efforts turned out to better meet organizational needs.  
 
Opportunities and policy options 
 
Barriers to joint purchase of employee healthcare benefits across consortium 
 
Despite the successful efforts of the Milwaukee County Health Care Consortium to leverage its 
collective covered lives for favorable health care and pharmacy contract terms, consortium members 
have not explicitly sought to consolidate their health care plan designs. Several reasons for this were 
cited. The considerable complexity endemic to the process of crafting a health care plan design (for 
both active employees and retirees) that achieves consensus within even one organization is a 
significant barrier, especially if it represents a change from the status quo. Such complexity makes it 
that much more difficult to arrive at a plan design that could simultaneously accommodate the 
needs of stakeholders of all four consortium members.  
 
Moreover, such complexity notwithstanding, not all consortium members see value in consolidation. 
In the case of the City, for example, health care benefit plans were redesigned in 2011 and 2012 as 
part of a larger emphasis on health and wellness that integrates other complementary policies, such 
as its recently implemented risk management program and workplace clinic. Consequently, at this 
time, the City has little interest in consolidating its health care plan design with those of other 
governments. 
 
In addition, some have observed that even after combining their insured populations, the number of 
covered lives is not large enough to bump the group up into the next tier of lower administrative 
costs. In other words, no one entity is being charged much more on their own than they would be if 
they were contracting as part of the group.  
 
Cooperative provision of on-site health clinics for local government employees 
 
Milwaukee’s local governments continue their ongoing pursuit of employee benefits savings, 
especially as savings enabled by the adoption of Wisconsin Act 10 were limited or more short-term. 
One increasingly popular strategy is to offer employees access to health and wellness services at 
                                                      
14 Ibid. 
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employer-based clinics as a means of controlling costs and even as a means of providing a benefit 
that could help attract and retain talent. The practice has taken various administrative forms and 
has proven successful in both the private and public sectors, both locally and nationwide. .15 16 .17. 18 
 
Workplace clinic models like the one at the City 
of Milwaukee (see text box) have spurred 
interest at MPS and Milwaukee County. The 
Milwaukee Board of School Directors issued an 
RFP in spring 2016. However, because of the 
high estimated cost of the clinic build-out, the 
district has not submitted the contract to the 
Milwaukee Board of School Directors for 
approval. District officials state the district will 
be exploring additional options with the intent to 
open a clinic for employees in 2019. Notably, 
Milwaukee County’s interest also stemmed from 
a service sharing success story involving an on-
site clinic in Waukesha County.. .19 20 
 
The School District of Waukesha, the City of 
Waukesha, and Waukesha County have initiated 
an intergovernmental agreement to establish a 
shared medical clinic to serve employees, their 
families, and retirees located at the Waukesha 
County Courthouse campus.21 The cooperative 
is estimated to save about $7.7 million over the 
five-year period of the agreement. The model 
can be scaled and customized based on 
employee demand for various services (such as 
physical therapy or employee physicals) and 
their interest in using it to complement their 
conventional medical benefits. 
 

                                                      
15 Biz Times Staff (January 21, 2015) Barrett, Froedert Health open city’s first workplace clinic. BizTimes Milwaukee 
Business News. https://www.biztimes.com/2015/01/21/barrett-froedtert-health-open-citys-first-workplace-clinic-3/ 
16 City of Milwaukee Workplace Clinic. Fact sheet. 
http://city.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/User/jkamme/Wellness/Wellness_WorkplaceClinic.pdf 
17 Integrating Healthcare, Wellness and Safety Strategies to Achieve Total Worker Health and control Costs. City of 
Milwaukee. Presentation Slides. 
18 Wellness Council of Wisconsin (September 14, 2016) Workplace Clinics: Are they right for you? Conference presentation 
slides. https://www.wellnesscouncilwi.org/WCWI/2016-Conference/2016-Speaker-
PPT/BallroomA1A2_SBSIII_WorkplaceClinics_FaganHandout.pdf  
19 Anderson, Andrea (April 5, 2013) School district clinics could help trim health costs. Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. 
http://www.jsonline.com/news/education/school-district-clinics-could-help-trim-health-costs-f19e65l-201725481.html#  
20 Boulton, Guy (June 15, 2016) City of Wauwatosa opens workplace clinic. Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. 
http://archive.jsonline.com/business/city-of-wauwatosa-opens-workplace-clinic-b99745388z1-383168591.html  
21 Kuhagen, Christopher (March 25, 2014) Waukesha County Board approves shared medical clinic with school district city. 
Waukesha Now. http://archive.waukeshanow.com/news/Waukesha-County-Board-approves-shared-medical-clinic-with-
school-district-city-252363841.html  

City of Milwaukee Workplace Clinic 

In January 2015, the City of Milwaukee opened a 
workplace clinic staffed with nurse practitioners 
from Froedert & The Medical College of 
Wisconsin. Among the services the clinic offers 
free of charge to employees and their 
spouses/domestic partners are care for minor 
illnesses and injuries, some vaccinations, basic 
lab tests, preventive physical therapy, and other 
proactive outreach for prevention/early 
detection.15 16 17 18  Short-term savings already 
have begun to accrue from the differential in 
health care costs between care provided through 
the clinic and care obtained from external 
providers through employee benefit plans. One 
reason for this difference is the clinic makes 
health care more accessible to employees, 
thereby reducing delays in needed medical 
treatment and the costly care that often results. 
Other expected forms of savings include avoided 
costs from reduced emergency room visits, loss 
of productivity, and paid time off, as well as long-
term savings from better management of chronic 
diseases.16 These practices are being embraced 
elsewhere in both the private and public sectors 
throughout Wisconsin, including the City of 
Wauwatosa, Waukesha County, Green Bay Area 
Public School District, and West Bend School 
District.19 20 

https://www.biztimes.com/2015/01/21/barrett-froedtert-health-open-citys-first-workplace-clinic-3/
http://city.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/User/jkamme/Wellness/Wellness_WorkplaceClinic.pdf
https://www.wellnesscouncilwi.org/WCWI/2016-Conference/2016-Speaker-PPT/BallroomA1A2_SBSIII_WorkplaceClinics_FaganHandout.pdf
https://www.wellnesscouncilwi.org/WCWI/2016-Conference/2016-Speaker-PPT/BallroomA1A2_SBSIII_WorkplaceClinics_FaganHandout.pdf
http://www.jsonline.com/news/education/school-district-clinics-could-help-trim-health-costs-f19e65l-201725481.html
http://archive.jsonline.com/business/city-of-wauwatosa-opens-workplace-clinic-b99745388z1-383168591.html
http://archive.waukeshanow.com/news/Waukesha-County-Board-approves-shared-medical-clinic-with-school-district-city-252363841.html
http://archive.waukeshanow.com/news/Waukesha-County-Board-approves-shared-medical-clinic-with-school-district-city-252363841.html
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According to Milwaukee County officials we interviewed, the Waukesha model works well, in part, 
because the clinic is located in the City of Waukesha, which is close to where most employees either 
live or work. In addition, because it represents a shift from the way employees are accustomed to 
obtaining health care, offering employees financial incentives to use the clinics (such as offering 
services free of charge or at very low co-pays) can be instrumental in reaching utilization levels that 
can yield significant cost savings. 
 
Efforts to implement such an arrangement in Milwaukee may be more difficult, however. First, the 
geographic distribution of Milwaukee’s local government employees’ residences and principal 
workplaces is relatively spread out. A Milwaukee model, therefore, may need at least two clinics, one 
near downtown and one farther west. Second, Milwaukee is home to several major competing health 
care systems that could dilute utilization of a shared clinic. Finally, according to some analyses, the 
major healthcare cost drivers (prescriptions, conditions requiring inpatient care, and outpatient 
procedures) would not be addressed by employee clinics, irrespective of how accessible they may be.  
 
Cooperative professional development 
 
To the extent that local governments wish to pursue them, opportunities may exist to cooperatively 
enhance employee professional development (and possibly retention and advancement). Officials 
with whom we spoke observed that the City, County, and MPS are working in isolated silos to “grow 
their own.” Yet, despite the distinctions between the three government bodies and various 
differences in statutory civil service hiring rules, some with whom we spoke observed that employees 
of any one of these institutions often build skills that are transferrable to all of them. An appreciable 
number of local government officials, in fact, have served in two or more of these governments over 
the course of their careers. Consequently, there may be potential for the three governments to build 
on some existing intergovernmental collaboration to create joint professional development and 
cross-training programs that foster higher levels of technical and leadership skill development across 
the spectrum of local government in Milwaukee. 
 
Several small-scale, low-cost joint employee training opportunities could support this larger vision. 
For example the three entities could explore cooperative agreements with local universities whereby 
universities provide college-credit-bearing coursework and high-quality faculty to employees, either 
on campus or at their workplaces. A cooperative approach here could lower costs compared to what 
individual governments now are paying for tuition reimbursement. 
 
The three local governments also could take a systematic approach to leverage the expertise of their 
own employees to cross-train each other across departments, jurisdictions, and areas of expertise. 
Indeed, the City and County already collaborate in a number of distinct ways. The human resources 
directors for the City and County have a strong working relationship that fosters information sharing 
and coordination on policies and protocols in such areas as workplace clinic planning and FMLA and 
worker’s compensation claim administration. In addition, the City has extended training courses, 
resources, and learning opportunities to County employees in a wide range of areas from crisis 
response to computer skills to customer service skills. This spirit of cooperation could extend to 
include MPS, reach beyond the human resources arena, or be used to put systematic structures and 
practices into place to institutionalize intergovernmental networking and skill-set cross pollination.  
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Human Resources Summary Grid 
 
The following table summarizes our assessment of the past, current, and future status of service 
sharing opportunities for the human resources function.  
 

Table 3: Summary of service sharing landscape and opportunities: HUMAN RESOURCES 

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 
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In fo rm at ion  tec hn olog y   
 
Current and historical landscape 
 
Information technology (IT) is a function that commonly lends itself to intergovernmental service 
sharing. Opportunities in this arena vary widely and can involve activities such as networking and 
telecommunications (voice, data, fiber optic infrastructure), hardware/equipment maintenance and 
repair, online or onsite IT Support/helpdesk services, data sharing, software licensing and sharing, 
internet access, and database system sharing and management. Despite the variety of technology-
related service sharing practices observable in other communities, IT service sharing between MPS 
and the City or County is less common than for some other administrative functions.  
 
Limited IT-related service-sharing among all three governments 
 
Despite the statutory relationship between the City and MPS, technology-related cooperation has not 
gone far beyond a few isolated efforts. For instance, through an open source agreement, MPS allows 
the City to use its Moodle education software/learning platform for employee training management, 
an opportunity of particular use to the City’s Department of Public Works. The City, meanwhile, 
developed and manages the software for E-Notify (a web-based constituent/vendor communication 
tool), and provides it free of charge to MPS and the County who use it to varying degrees for media 
releases, notices of committee and governing board proceedings, building code violations, and 
communicating with vendors about RFPs. 
 
The City and County have more history as collaborators in the technology realm than either does with 
MPS. For example, about eight years ago, as the County had been exploring alternatives to leasing 
space with a third party vendor for its data center, the City and County identified a mutually 
beneficial opportunity to co-locate their data centers and related services. The City provided the 
County with a data room for equipment and staff, desk space, and phones. In return, the County 
incurred costs for purchasing a backup generator for the space.  
 
As experienced in other communities and documented in best practices literature, the success of 
this initial, informal arrangement – in which no money changed hands – led to additional service 
sharing. The City and County now share website and software content management services, 
whereby the City owns the domain (milwaukee.gov), the domain is hosted by the County’s 
information management services division, the County maintains hardware, and the City and County 
each cover half of a shared maintenance agreement with a private vendor.  
 
Data sharing 
 
The desire for better data sharing is another function to emerge as a common theme among leaders 
we interviewed at all three local governments. However, successful data sharing efforts on the 
ground have garnered mixed reviews.  
 
In our interviews, MPS officials cited a pair of projects that demonstrate a belief in the value of data 
sharing across jurisdictions. First, about two years ago, MPS initiated a project with the State's 
Bureau of Child Welfare to examine the impact of out-of-home placement of MPS students on school 
engagement outcomes. In addition, MPS is piloting its Comprehensive Evaluation Plan, a program 
evaluation initiative that depends on data sharing as a way to measure the effectiveness of external 
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out-of-school-time programs (such as structured recess activities). This initiative provides privacy-
protected student-level data to service providers so they can demonstrate their impact on the 
academic performance and personal development of students.  
 
Given their close administrative link, one might expect data sharing to be occurring between the City 
and MPS. Indeed, City officials have identified a number of possible initiatives that could be greatly 
facilitated with access to MPS student data. For example, the City would like to access student-level 
address, achievement, and demographics data to apply for federal grants to address lead 
abatement, look at neighborhood 
school walkability, and assist with 
neighborhood organizing. Yet, despite 
the City’s statutory and geographic 
relationship with MPS, City officials 
describe having encountered 
difficulty collaborating with MPS to 
leverage its data for such efforts. At 
the same time, MPS officials state the 
City attorney has limited the district’s 
ability to share data. 
 
Although information technology in 
general – and data sharing in 
particular – have not proven to be 
especially fertile ground for 
collaboration or formal service 
sharing, one emerging collaborative 
effort may hold potential. 
Spearheaded by the Milwaukee 
Homicide Review Commission and 
Milwaukee Community Justice 
Council, DataShare is an attempt to 
build a multi-government, multi-
agency integrated data system to 
share data across agencies and 
sectors. Participants may include the 
Milwaukee Health Department, 
Milwaukee Police Department, 
Milwaukee County Pretrial Services, 
Milwaukee County Circuit Court, 
Milwaukee County Behavioral Health 
Division, and others.  
 
MPS also has been approached to be 
a key participant, as it is positioned to 
facilitate alignment of student-level 
data related to physical health, 
mental health, academics, and 
criminal justice as a way to identify 

Privacy concerns create barriers to data sharing 

Why is data sharing such a heavy lift among Milwaukee’s 
local governments? When it comes to student-level data 
(such as demographics and achievement data) one must 
acknowledge MPS is not alone in what some many 
perceive as resistance to sharing and collection of its 
student data. Like many other districts across the country, 
MPS must strike a delicate balance between student 
privacy and the value data offers to assess and improve 
educational outcomes. On the one hand, federal law has 
been trending toward tightening security and privacy of 
student data, at times inadvertently limiting access to data 
that could drive beneficial policy decisions. This effect 
became salient recently when federal education privacy 
laws were changed such that MPS can no longer lawfully 
provide, without parental consent, information about 
student immunization records to the Milwaukee Health 
Department to facilitate immunization compliance. In 
addition, according to MPS officials, the City Attorney, who 
represents both the City and MPS, has limited the district’s 
ability to share data. The bias of this trend toward privacy 
over data-sharing also emanates from parents, who tend to 
be uncomfortable with non-district collection of information 
about their children.   

The potential conflict between data sharing and privacy is 
one of which MPS is aware. District leadership 
acknowledges the need to effectively weigh the costs 
associated with limiting access to data in terms of lost 
transparency, partnership efficiency, and opportunities to 
enhance services to students against the relatively small 
risk of data breach. To effectively strike this risk/benefit 
balance, the district is exploring the procedural and policy 
obstacles that stand in the way of a more seamless 
approach to use of its data. For example, current MPS 
policy makes it difficult to request data without a very 
specific research project, the approval of which can be an 
onerous, time-consuming process. 
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opportunities for early intervention. Project development has been ongoing for several years, and 
moving to the implementation stage still will require the effectuation of data-sharing agreements and 
the identification of a system host. 
  
Opportunities and policy options 
 
Data sharing 
 
A common thread to emerge from this study is the need for both governments and their constituents 
to have more seamless access to the various data sources that each government collects and 
houses. This aligns with long-standing efforts at the state level to facilitate intergovernmental 
cooperation. Indeed, in support of Wisconsin’s Smart Growth law, the state provides guidance on 
information and data sharing, pointing out advantages to sharing data related to demographics, 
housing, and economic conditions. Data sharing allows governments to share the cost of collecting 
original data or leverage existing data for low to no cost, reach consensus on how to prioritize 
common problems and methods for addressing them, and lay the groundwork for ongoing 
intergovernmental cooperation.22 
 
Despite reasonable privacy concerns and considerable complexity and logistical costs associated 
with integrating multiple data systems, a move toward enhanced intergovernmental data sharing 
could facilitate meaningful efficiencies, policy decisions, and community impacts. The County has 
joined the American Public Human Services Association as a way to track national trends and best 
practices in this arena with the intention of bringing lessons learned to local data sharing efforts. To 
the extent that other local governments are striving to make data-driven decisions in general, 
enhanced data governance and sharing practices have the potential to confer widespread benefit 
across numerous government functions. 
 
IT infrastructure: Fiber optic networks and enterprise resource planning (ERP) 
 
This era of mobile communications, rapid software and hardware innovations, and migration to cloud 
computing – coupled with ongoing efforts by local governments to meet the real-time needs of 
taxpayers, department managers, employees, and other constituents – have created an environment 
where governments increasingly confront the need to invest in their technology infrastructure. This 
need presents important opportunities for governments to consider service sharing arrangements as 
a means of spreading costs more broadly through joint purchasing, joint contracting, and joint use.  
Through our interviews with officials from all three governments, we identified two such opportunities 
where governments are or will soon be considering major investments in technology infrastructure: 
hardware-intensive investments in fiber optic networks and software-heavy investments in enterprise 
resource planning (ERP). To date, the three governments have not collaboratively explored such 
investments.   
 
  

                                                      
22 Wisconsin Department of Administration (June 2002) Intergovernmental cooperation: A guide to preparing the 
intergovernmental cooperation element of a local Comprehensive Plan. 
http://www.doa.state.wi.us/documents/DIR/Comprehensive%20Planning/Element-Guides/Intergovernmental-
Cooperation.pdf 

http://www.doa.state.wi.us/documents/DIR/Comprehensive%20Planning/Element-Guides/Intergovernmental-Cooperation.pdf
http://www.doa.state.wi.us/documents/DIR/Comprehensive%20Planning/Element-Guides/Intergovernmental-Cooperation.pdf
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Fiber optic networks 
 
Local governments across the country, 
including in metro Milwaukee, confront an ever-
growing reliance on internet-dependent 
technology and high-bandwidth transmission of 
voice, video, and data, which is often coupled 
with steady price hikes by private broadband 
internet providers. In response, some 
communities have turned to forming locally 
controlled shared municipal fiber optic cable 
networks.  
 
By and large, local governments and school 
districts that have adopted this approach have 
realized a number of benefits, including drastic 
cost savings on internet access bills, 
considerable expansion of transmission 
bandwidth capacity, and more timely repair and 
maintenance. Moreover, communities see 
these networks as a valuable public asset to be 
leveraged as a backbone to both expand 
service sharing opportunities with additional 
local governments/institutions and drive 
economic activity by eventually linking to local 
businesses.   
 
In many ways, MPS, the City, and County are 
well positioned to consider forming a fiber optic network. MPS established a model technology 
infrastructure about 15 years ago, in part, by leveraging more than $20 million in federally-funded E-
Rate discounts on its lease of fiber optic lines from a private provider to implement a state-of-the art 
fiber optic network that was linked to each MPS classroom.23 More recently, again with the help of E-
Rate discounts, MPS is in the process of installing Wi-Fi internet access points in all schools using 
privately contracted cloud services. Similar to the Greenfield and Whitnall school districts (see box), 
MPS currently is considering needed upgrades, including reverting to the use of fiber optic cables to 
bypass the private-sector cloud services, a move that would create virtually unlimited broadband 
capacity and therefore much faster data transfer speeds. 
 
Here again, City-County collaboration suggests potentially fruitful cooperative opportunities with MPS 
that could leverage existing infrastructure. As part of its public safety infrastructure, the City owns 
and operates an extensive fiber optic system, robust enough to ensure reliable public safety 
communications and connecting City general government buildings (such as public works facilities) 

                                                      
23 Eschool news staff reports (April 1, 1999) Best Practices – Internet: Milwaukee Public Schools’ $23 million eRate award 
brings interactive video to the classroom. eSchool News. http://www.eschoolnews.com/1999/04/01/best-practices-
internet-milwaukee-public-schools-23-million-erate-award-brings-interactive-video-to-the-classroom/ 

Greenfield’s joint fiber optic internet agreement 

Particularly instructive as a potential opportunity 
for MPS, the City of Milwaukee, and Milwaukee 
County is an intergovernmental agreement 
finalized in 2016 whereby the City of Greenfield 
and its two school districts, Greenfield and 
Whitnall, agreed to jointly build, use, and 
maintain a fiber optic network. The City agreed 
to build, install, and maintain the fiber optic 
network trunk, and the school districts agreed to 
build fiber optic laterals to connect to the trunk 
and pay the city a one-time buy-in fee and 
annual maintenance fees.  

Overall, the parties found that, collectively, they 
would see much faster data transfer speeds and 
could save hundreds of thousands of dollars in 
telecommunications costs over time, driving 
substantial resources back into classrooms and 
other public services. Expansion plans are 
underway as well, with Alverno College and 
Greenfield public safety buildings expected to 
link up to the network in subsequent phases of 
the project. 

http://www.eschoolnews.com/1999/04/01/best-practices-internet-milwaukee-public-schools-23-million-erate-award-brings-interactive-video-to-the-classroom/
http://www.eschoolnews.com/1999/04/01/best-practices-internet-milwaukee-public-schools-23-million-erate-award-brings-interactive-video-to-the-classroom/
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and all buildings serving the police and fire departments.24 The City’s fiber network does not reach 
all the way into neighborhoods, but runs along major thoroughfares.  
 
Recognizing the value of its fiber optic network to be leveraged beyond its use in public safety, the 
City has established several distinct partnerships to expand the use of the network’s extensive 
capacity. For example, it allows Milwaukee County to link to the network, free of charge, to serve 
McKinley Marina. The City also reaches out to the nonprofit and cultural sector, allowing 
organizations to tap into the City’s “dark fiber” (strands of fiber not yet being used) for free. The City 
also has established a partnership with the Medical College of Wisconsin in which the City charges 
the Medical College for the use of dark fiber it had installed to connect to an internet service 
provider. The City generates revenue from the arrangement, and the Medical College gains fiber 
optic network access at a lower cost than it could garner from the private sector.  
 
As MPS considers its options for upgrading its technology infrastructure with the use of fiber optic 
networks, it could consider whether and how tapping into the City’s fiber optic network services 
might enhance service levels and generate taxpayer cost savings for all involved. However, it is 
important to note that because of the high concentration of low-income students at MPS, the district 
qualifies for E-rate reimbursement of between 85% and 90% of its network infrastructure costs. This 
reimbursement is contingent on the covered costs being used strictly for educational purposes, 
which means it would be extremely difficult for MPS to share internet infrastructure with non-
educational entities and still qualify for this high level of federal reimbursement. At the same time, E-
rate policies are subject to federal policy priorities, which are considered uncertain at the moment. If 
policies were to change to reduce E-rate reimbursement, intergovernmental cooperation could 
become more financially advantageous for MPS. 
 
Enterprise Resource Planning 
 
Another major IT-related long-term cost for local governments involves enterprise resource planning 
(ERP) systems and software. ERP software systems allow organizations to integrate various aspects 
of their operations, including financial systems and human resources (e.g., payroll, benefits). 
Although essential to operational efficiency, the cost and staff time associated with planning and 
implementing ERP system upgrades can be prohibitive. As such, governments are reluctant to make 
these investments, despite the fact that systems and hardware can become obsolete, at which point 
manufacturers commonly stop supporting and providing updates for them. 
 
While this research was underway, our interviews revealed that both Milwaukee County and MPS 
stood at varying planning stages in preparation for major investments to overhaul their ERP Systems. 
Both the magnitude of these investments and the narrow implementation policy window they present 
suggested potential for exploring service sharing.  
 
The County and MPS have explored the possibility of issuing a joint RFP for implementing new ERP 
systems. Both the County and MPS selected the same management consultant to manage the RFP 
process, and MPS believes the bid it received came in at a lower cost as a result of the County also 
having a contract. Ultimately, however, the unique functionality requirements, timetables, and other 
differences between the County’s ERP system needs and those of MPS precluded the possibility of 

                                                      
24 City of Milwaukee. Department of City Development. Citywide Policy Plan. Utilities section 
http://city.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/cityDCD/planning/plans/Citywide/plan/Util.pdf  

http://city.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/cityDCD/planning/plans/Citywide/plan/Util.pdf
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jointly issuing a single RFP. In fact, MPS already submitted a contract for the district’s new ERP 
system to the Milwaukee Board of School Directors in May 2017, while the County had not yet 
awarded a bid at that time. 
 
Although an integrated ERP system turned out not to be feasible for MPS and the County, the three 
governments could nonetheless continue to consider aligning IT master planning processes and/or 
committing to regular information sharing with regard to such planning. Such an effort could help 
create collaborative opportunity or mitigate the potential for lost opportunities brought on by lack of 
prior knowledge of major initiatives and investments being undertaken by individual governments or 
departments. 
 
Information Technology Summary Grid 
 
The following table summarizes our assessment of the past, current, and future status of service 
sharing opportunities for the IT function.  
 

Table 4: Summary of service sharing landscape and opportunities: INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY 

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 
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Sc hoo l  nu rs in g  /  Pub l ic  heal th  nu rs ing 
 
Current and historical landscape 
 
Efficient delivery of public health nursing and school nursing services is especially important in high-
poverty cities like Milwaukee, where lack of access to health care, as well as health problems and 
risks correlated with low-income populations, are more prevalent. Public health nursing is a specialty 
nursing function focused on promoting health and wellness from a population perspective. To the 
extent that public health nurses provide individual services, they do so taking explicit account of the 
economic, social, political, and environmental factors that drive public health outcomes. Public 
health nurses from the City of Milwaukee’s Health Department (MHD) primarily engage in community 
education, information sharing, delivering population health services to individuals such as 
immunizations, and fostering collaboration with community-based organizations to extend the reach 
and impact of all of these activities. 
 
In its orientation toward both individual students and the wider school community, school nursing at 
MPS shares some aspects of MHD’s population or community orientation. For example, MPS school 
nurses are involved in promoting school-population health activities such as immunization, 
communicable disease intervention, and sexually transmitted infection prevention. However, school 
nurses typically provide considerably more individualized patient care than do public health nurses 
(such as first-aid, medication dispensing, chronic disease management, and tube feedings).  
 
In the past, when more resources were available, public health nurses and school nurses in 
Milwaukee had more in common in that they functioned as both providers of individual care and 
promoters of population health. However, as these functions have experienced financial constraints 
in recent years, MHD public health nurses have specialized in promoting population health and have 
spent less time providing individual care. As a result, areas where the two functions overlap today 
are more limited than in the past. 
 
As explained previously, MPS and the City of Milwaukee had a history of shared services in the area 
of public health/school nursing. A 10-year, multi-service formal arrangement launched in 1998 did 
not last, however, and MPS and the City parted ways on the public health nursing component.  
 
MPS-City service sharing in public health nursing prior to 2008 
 
According to the 1997 analysis described earlier in this report, the City’s public health nursing 
program had been delivering services in three primary settings – clinics, homes, and schools. 
Historically, MHD assigned public health nurses to meet the MPS need for school nurses, generally 
free of charge. 
 
The MHD nurses served both neighborhoods and the schools within them. The arrangement was 
intended to create continuity between home and school, as the same nurse might serve a family 
both for a health concern at school and during a home visit to administer immunizations (the City is 
under statutory mandate to ensure immunization compliance through its health department). Within 
MPS schools, the nurses provided a number of services, including screenings, basic health 
education, in-service staff training, and case management. Each MPS school had a registered nurse 
on-call, though for students with special needs, MPS contracted with the City for nurses who 
provided specialized care. Eventually, as special education became increasingly integrated with 
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mainstream education, MPS created its own funded nursing positions to serve students with special 
needs.  
 
Throughout the duration of the 10-year agreement, MPS and the City diverged in opinion on how 
effectively MPS school nursing positions were being filled. The City maintained that all nursing 
positions were “filled once approved for hiring 
as funding [became] available.”25 However, 
MPS had expected the City would be able to 
place a public health nurse in each school (at 
least part time), and it felt that condition was 
not being adequately met. These tensions 
ended up causing the formal nursing service 
sharing arrangement to end. To date, no 
further formal nursing staff sharing structures 
have followed. 
 
Perceived shortage in nursing capacity is 
driving renewed interest in service sharing 
 
These historical conflicts notwithstanding, 
renewed interest in revisiting the prospect of 
formal collaboration to meet public health 
nursing needs has emerged among officials at 
both the City and MPS. Driving this interest are 
a number of workforce-related challenges with 
which both entities are grappling.  
 
Shaping the nursing workforce landscape at 
the local government level is a statewide 
projection of a “pending nursing workforce 
crisis with the shortage of Registered Nurses 
growing to nearly 20,000 nurses in Wisconsin 
by 2035.”26 Echoing this statewide 
perspective, both MPS and the City perceive a 
shortage in their needed volume of nurses, 
especially at higher levels of credentials and 
experience.  
 
The City’s primary concern is substantial 
turnover – its public health nursing staff has 
dropped by a little over a quarter (from 73 to 
53) in the past 10 years, creating long-term 
vacancies in the City’s public health nursing 

                                                      
25 David M. Griffith & Associates, Ltd.; Leabman Associates, Inc.; Washington, Pittman & McKeever (June 1997) Evaluation 
of the statutory and fiscal relationship between the Milwaukee Public Schools and the City of Milwaukee 
26 Wisconsin Center for Nursing (2013) The Wisconsin nursing workforce: Status and recommendations. 
http://www.wisconsincenterfornursing.org/documents/2013WIStateWorkforce_new.pdf  

MPS nursing capacity needs 

Headed by a supervisor of health services, the 
MPS school nursing staff consists of about 100 
nurses, five of whom are nursing coordinators. 
Collectively, this small supervisory staff carries a 
heavy load. They oversee nursing at all MPS 
schools (almost 30 schools are assigned to 
each supervisor) and are responsible for 
supervision, training, discipline, and mentoring 
of all school nurses (RNs) and school nurse 
associates (LPNs). They also cover a number of 
other responsibilities, such as field trips, acting 
as liaison with Wisconsin Child Protective 
Services, and providing in-service professional 
development for nurses, teachers, and 
principals. 

There is concern that MPS' nursing capacity – 
particularly with regard to higher-level medical 
and staff management – is stretched too thin to 
meet demands for services and supervisory 
responsibilities (only coordinators are 
responsible for school nurse associate 
supervision and oversight). This also has the 
potential to compromise care by placing strain 
on school nurse associates, who often must 
address RN-level needs that arise at times when 
no RN is on site. Moreover, school nursing staff 
may be facing such a volume of demand that 
nursing needs are not being met as quickly or 
effectively as intended. MPS is piloting some 
potential internal solutions to these challenges 
by shifting the staffing structure to allow LPNs to 
cover the activities for which they are trained, 
expanding the number of RNs who will have 
oversight in more schools, and streamlining RN 
responsibilities to focus on intensive case 
management and provide district-wide wellness 
education. 

http://www.wisconsincenterfornursing.org/documents/2013WIStateWorkforce_new.pdf
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capacity. MPS also faces challenges related to vacancies in its needed nursing staff, especially with 
respect to turnover in its RN Staff. The district addresses these conditions in a piecemeal fashion 
through contracted nurses and grant-funded positions. The more critical issue for MPS, however, is a 
need to shift the capacity of its school nurses toward the supervisory RN level to better address 
district-wide health and wellness needs.   
 
MPS has entered into some innovative partnerships with local health care organizations to address 
both funding and staffing scarcity. Partners like Children’s Hospital of Wisconsin, Aurora Health Care, 
and Froedert Hospital have provided substantial funding to help expand school nurse capacity at 
various MPS sites. While this approach effectively expands nursing capacity without adding to the 
MPS tax levy, it also subjects MPS nursing capacity to uncertainty given that funding partners’ 
priorities could change. 
 
Reliance on external funding also may cause nursing services in a given building to be provided in a 
patchwork manner. As the district resourcefully pieces together a staffing plan with externally-funded 
positions, the resulting staffing structure tends to be short on supervisory capacity and provide only 
partial coverage in many schools.  
 
Finally, MPS' nursing capacity challenges can compromise the consistency of the nursing services in 
a given school, which can negatively impact mental health care and treatment, an issue of particular 
concern at MPS. Frequently, students who are most in need of social emotional support will visit a 
school nurse in a “drive-by” pattern – checking in first with a headache, then progressively trusting 
the nursing staff with more serious personal matters, such as abuse or other trauma. Without that 
trusting relationship, those larger issues may be less likely to emerge, and MPS may not be able to 
engage in early intervention. 
 
The City cites similar consistency concerns related to the “unprecedented turnover” it has 
experienced in its public health nursing staff, creating undue burden on remaining staff to effectively 
manage day-to-day operations and meet program and department objectives, and further 
exacerbating efforts to improve retention. 
 
Competition for nurses among MHD and MPS  
 
Among the factors contributing to the nursing shortage cited by both MPS and the City is difficulty 
providing a competitive long-term career progression to prospective nurses. Nursing talent tends to 
moves between both entities, often from the City to MPS, as MPS' compensation structure has been 
more attractive in recent years. As such, MPS and MHD traditionally have competed with one 
another for the same pool of candidates – a dynamic that appears to have dampened interest in 
intergovernmental cooperation.  
 
In response to these conditions, the City recently adopted a Public Health Nurse Career Ladder, a 
tiered progression of pay ranges that correspond to increasing levels of public health nursing 
competence, performance, and credentials. This new policy puts MHD public health nursing pay 
scales in closer alignment with the prevailing nursing labor market and is expected to substantially 
improve efforts to attract and retain nursing staff.  
 
With the City’s new public health nursing career ladder in place, competition between the City and 
MPS for the same talent pool is expected to abate. This, coupled with a new effort to collaboratively 
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leverage public health nursing students (described below), suggests conditions may now be more 
conducive for intergovernmental cooperation between the City, MPS, and perhaps the County (for its 
mental health nurses).  
 
In fact, before this study began, MPS and City officials were beginning to explore collaborative 
service models that could leverage shared resources to address some of the challenges described 
above. Both MHD and MPS serve as practicum sites for a number of local nursing training programs. 
MPS, for example, places 50 or more students per year from seven different training programs and 
provides them with instruction and school-based project opportunities. As such, nursing students 
were identified as a resource that, if leveraged strategically and collaboratively, could enhance 
communication and cooperation between MPS and the City, address unmet public health nursing 
needs, fill gaps in service provision, and improve internal efficiencies for both entities, all while 
enriching the training experience for the nursing students.  
 
To this end, the Mayor’s Office proposed and piloted during the 2016-2017 school year a 
collaborative program that augments existing nursing staffing at MPS and MHD with students in local 
advanced nursing and applied health degree programs. The main objective of the Healthy Kids 
Collaborative, as this effort is called, is to help address gaps in service both institutions confront. The 
program’s pilot year began with implementation in two MPS schools and MHD functions that align 
with MPS populations (newborn up to age 21), in partnership with Cardinal Stritch University’s 
College of Nursing and Health Sciences. The program is expected to expand during the 2017-2018 
school year to include formal agreements between the City, MPS, and a total of eight major colleges 
of nursing in the region whose students will be embedded in up to 24 additional schools. 
 
Among the benefits of this initiative, it fosters cooperation between MPS and MHD in their efforts to 
align a common resource, advanced degree nursing students, toward what they call “continuity of 
service” to address the healthcare needs of children and families throughout the community.  
 
This nascent effort has the potential to help restore a spirit of intergovernmental cooperation in 
public health nursing or other areas. To the extent it is deemed successful, it could open opportunity 
for similar approaches to service sharing as a way to creatively address the twin challenges local 
governments confront of ever-increasing service level demands and resource scarcity. 
 
Opportunities and policy options 
 
Align public health nursing professional development, peer education, and information sharing  
 
Because the two nursing functions do, in many cases, serve similar populations in complementary 
ways, opportunity may exist for MHD and MPS to coordinate their professional development and 
population-health promotion efforts.  
 
With respect to professional development, MPS’ current effort to focus RN-level school nurses on 
more intensive case management and district-wide wellness education coincides with some of the 
higher-level competencies MHD is targeting in its new public health nursing career ladder. The City 
and MHD could explore joint professional development, training, and peer education opportunities 
that go beyond basic patient care or outreach to touch on skills linked to leadership development, 
program management, and approaches to public health promotion and advocacy in the community.  
 



 

40 

Moreover, the aim toward continuity of service for MPS students and their families that is shared by 
MHD and MPS nursing programs presents opportunity for enhanced information sharing. With 
effective communication channels, nursing personnel from both institutions could learn from each 
other’s experiences and observations in the field and jointly develop tactics to meet community 
needs, respond to promising or alarming trends, or identify gaps in service and resources/strategies 
to address them.   
 
School / Public Health Nursing Summary Grid 
 
The following table summarizes our assessment of the past, current, and future status of service 
sharing opportunities for the school/public health nursing function.  
 
Table 5: Summary of service sharing landscape and opportunities: SCHOOL/PUBLIC HEALTH NURSING 

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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M en tal  health  serv ic es  in  sc hool s  
 
Current and historical landscape 
 
Mental health challenges threaten personal and academic success for many MPS students. 
Recognizing this reality, MPS fosters partnerships with a number of community organizations to 
support mental health and wellness. Often, interagency partnerships emanate from federal or other 
grant funding opportunities. In those cases, once the initial grant period ends, the programs 
sometimes are sustained through local funding sources, but in other cases they terminate. Reasons 
vary for why some programs persist and others cease. They can range from disagreement among 
various partners over program outcomes or functioning to an inability to identify local resources to 
sustain the program once external funding sources expire. 
 
Wraparound and Mobile Urgent Treatment Team (MUTT) 
 
Wraparound Milwaukee has been operated by Milwaukee County’s Behavioral Health Division (BHD) 
since 1995. The program is financed primarily through federal Medicaid dollars allocated by the 
State, as well as funds provided by the Division of Milwaukee Child Protective Services and the 
County's Delinquency and Court Services Division. It integrates a network of more than 400 service 
providers to offer comprehensive, individualized care to youth and their families residing in 
Milwaukee County who have complex emotional, behavioral, and mental health needs. As part of its 
own array of “wraparound” supports for MPS students and their families, MPS has been partnering, 
both formally and informally, with Wraparound Milwaukee in a variety of capacities.   
 
For example, between 2007 and 2011, Wraparound Milwaukee provided dedicated mental health 
crisis intervention services to MPS through its Mobile Urgent Treatment Team (MUTT) program. 
Through an intergovernmental agreement, MPS funded the MUTT program to provide a variety of 
services, including rapid telephone and face-to-face interventions to help address safety concerns or 
classroom disruptions resulting from students' untreated mental health needs. In the wake of budget 
challenges, however, MPS eliminated funding for the program in its 2012 budget. Wraparound 
Milwaukee, MUTT, and MPS continue to cooperate to meet the needs of MPS students. However, 
without dedicated funding, access to the program has become limited to the most acute cases, 
precluding the benefits of earlier intervention for some students. 
 
School Community Partnership for Mental Health 
 
School Community Partnership for Mental Health (SCPMH) is a multi-year demonstration program 
aimed at effecting systems and policy shifts toward sustainable, collaborative (multi-agency, 
multidisciplinary) mental health promotion models.27 The project is funded through a public-private 
resource mix that includes grants from the Medical College of Wisconsin Healthier Wisconsin 
Partnership Program (HWPP), fees for services when families can afford them, and in-kind provision 
of service by some of the partners. MPS is one of the lead agencies, and other partners include the 
City of Milwaukee Health Department, Wraparound Milwaukee, the State Department of Health 
Services, and almost a dozen university, nonprofit, hospital, and HMO partners.  

                                                      
27 Medical College of Wisconsin. Advancing a healthier Wisconsin Endowment. School Community Partnership for Mental 
Health. http://www.mcw.edu/Advancing-Healthier-WI-Endowment/HWPP-Funded-Awards/2012/School-Community-
Partnership-Mental-Health.htm 

http://www.mcw.edu/Advancing-Healthier-WI-Endowment/HWPP-Funded-Awards/2012/School-Community-Partnership-Mental-Health.htm
http://www.mcw.edu/Advancing-Healthier-WI-Endowment/HWPP-Funded-Awards/2012/School-Community-Partnership-Mental-Health.htm
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Initially piloted in four schools and expanded to 20 schools in the 2016-17 school year, the program 
emphasizes early intervention and access to mental health providers, regardless of ability to pay. It 
co-locates community mental health providers in schools, where they train and consult with school 
staff and parents to provide understanding of mental health issues and effective approaches toward 
prevention and early intervention. The program also provides evidence-based therapeutic services 
for individual students as directed by the school’s mental health support staff. 
 
Opportunities and policy options 
 
In light of the importance of early intervention in mental health care, our interviewees cited a need 
for more intensive investment in professional development around mental and behavioral health at 
elementary schools. Because the trust between students and their teachers is relatively high in such 
schools, early intervention efforts can make a large impact in a relatively short amount of time.  
 
Those who support this approach believe priority should be placed on training principals and other 
administrative leaders. Developing such training would not need to be overly complex. For example, 
MPS social work and Milwaukee County Wraparound staff, both well acquainted with the short- and 
long-term mental health needs in the district, could formulate an intergovernmental agreement to 
design an ongoing training program and new protocols with the needed content, reach, intensity, and 
frequency. 
 
Other opportunities to emerge from our discussions echo many of the themes we heard in other 
areas. One of the most prominent themes is the need for more effective coordination of funding, 
communication, and care among youth-serving agencies in contact with the same families, especially 
in light of the high mobility of MPS families between schools and service providers. 
 
Mental Health Summary Grid 
  
The following table summarizes our assessment of the past, current, and future status of service 
sharing opportunities for mental health services in schools.  
 

Table 6: Summary of service sharing landscape and opportunities: MENTAL HEALTH 

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 
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P ark s  an d rec reat ion  fac il it i es  m a in ten anc e 
 
Current and historical landscape 
 
Public parks and recreation facilities fall under the purview of the County, City, and MPS. The locus of 
responsibility is complex and reflects a patchwork of historical relationships and agreements 
regarding property ownership, routine maintenance, programming, and capital improvements.   
 
Public recreation facilities in Milwaukee County: A diverse patchwork of offerings 
 
The Milwaukee County Department of Parks, Recreation and Culture manages the Milwaukee County 
Parks System, which includes 158 parks, parkways, and natural areas; community and recreation 
centers; tennis, volleyball, and golf facilities; family aquatic centers; more than 180 athletic fields; 
Lake Michigan beaches and marinas; the 120-mile Oak Leaf Trail; and cultural facilities such as 
Boerner Botanical Gardens and Mitchell Park Conservatory (The Domes). Funding for these 
amenities principally is a mix between property tax levy (such as for trails) and user-fee-based 
earned revenue (such as for golf courses). Because the department’s traditional mission has been to 
manage and conserve these physical resources, programming within the park system tends to be 
provided through partnerships with organizations that specialize in community programming (such 
as area nonprofits and the MPS Department of Recreation & Community Services, described in 
further detail below).  
 
Milwaukee Public Schools provides, maintains, and manages recreational facilities through two 
channels – MPS Department of Facilities and Maintenance (funded through the MPS general 
operations fund) and MPS Department of Recreation & Community Services (more commonly known 
as Milwaukee Recreation and funded through a separate levy distinct from the general fund).  
 
The MPS Department of Facilities and Maintenance manages the maintenance of school properties 
(buildings and grounds), including those used for recreation events and programs and playgrounds 
on school grounds. The lion’s share of MPS’ recreation role, meanwhile, lies with Milwaukee 
Recreation.  
 
Milwaukee Recreation and the special property tax levy that supports its budget (the MPS Extension 
Fund) were created in 1911 when the State Legislature granted authority to school boards to provide 
recreation programming community-wide and to establish funding streams to support such work. 
This legislation “made MPS the first public school system in America to assume responsibility for 
public recreation.”28 In practice, this means the majority of recreation functions and facilities in the 
City of Milwaukee are located in and funded through MPS, rather than City government. 
 
This paradigm allows MPS facilities to be leveraged for educational and recreational use for both 
MPS students and city residents of all ages. Milwaukee Recreation manages and maintains an 
outdoor recreation system of more than 300 acres encompassing 52 active-use playfields including 
over 30 buildings on such sites, as well as three maintenance service centers. While most schools 
have their own playgrounds, many use Milwaukee Recreation’s larger athletic complexes and other 
sites – such as ballfields and tennis courts – for interscholastic sports. However, the majority of 

                                                      
28Gurda, John (December 3, 2011) The power of recreation. Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. 
http://archive.jsonline.com/news/opinion/the-power-of-recreation-0m391uq-134942358.html 

http://archive.jsonline.com/news/opinion/the-power-of-recreation-0m391uq-134942358.html
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Milwaukee Recreation sites are stand-alone playfields, serving as neighborhood parks and offering 
amenities and related programming such as ballfields, playgrounds, basketball courts, tennis courts, 
fieldhouses, wading pools, and open space. 
 
The City of Milwaukee – chiefly through its Department of Public Works (DPW) – complements the 
offerings of Milwaukee County Parks and Milwaukee Recreation. The City maintains 62 relatively 
small recreational facilities, including neighborhood playgrounds, pocket parks, basketball courts, 
and other common and small green spaces that generally serve specific neighborhoods and their 
residents. Since 2014, through its MKE Plays initiative, the City has partnered with private 
philanthropy to renovate and revitalize the most distressed neighborhood parks. This public-private 
partnership model has the potential to expand and inform upcoming Milwaukee Recreation efforts to 
address an extensive backlog of maintenance needs on recreation facilities identified through a 
recently completed outdoor recreation facilities master plan. 
 
Milwaukee Recreation and MPS Department of Facilities and Maintenance 
 
Since its inception in 1911, Milwaukee Recreation has undergone numerous changes to its name, 
structure, mission, and place in the MPS organizational structure. At various times, MPS recreation 
and school facilities maintenance functions either have been managed as separate or merged 
divisions. Currently, Milwaukee Recreation and the Department of Facilities and Maintenance are 
separate departments located under the MPS Office of Operations.  
 
Unlike most MPS departments, which exist solely to support MPS educational objectives, Milwaukee 
Recreation’s mission is to serve the entire City of Milwaukee. Yet, it also carries out that mission 
using facilities that are owned, and in many cases, operated by MPS, including more than 100 MPS 
schools that serve as city-wide recreational programming sites.  
 
Milwaukee Recreation facilities are maintained by Milwaukee Recreation staff (and funded by 
Extension Funds), even when they are contiguous with MPS school properties (which are maintained 
by school building engineers, funded through regular MPS operating funds). Yet, because Milwaukee 
Recreation is a division of MPS and stages a large portion of recreation programming at MPS 
schools, it generally does not have to budget for its own fleet vehicles, equipment, utilities, bidding 
processes, building/facility capital improvements, and other infrastructure-related needs.  
 
MPS uses its regular school levy (through the general fund and construction fund) to cover the 
maintenance-related costs of school facilities whether or not they are used strictly for MPS students 
during the school day or double as Milwaukee Recreation facilities or program sites outside of school 
hours. At the same, the roughly $17 million in annual Extension Funds that must be allocated solely 
to recreation-needs serving the wider Milwaukee Community can cover some costs associated with 
MPS school facilities that serve as recreation sites. (This structure does not apply in the few cases 
where Milwaukee Recreation runs community centers not located on school property, such as the 
Beulah Brinton Community Center in Bay View.) 
 
Cooperation between MPS/Milwaukee Recreation and the City of Milwaukee 
 
By virtue of the state legislation that created Milwaukee Recreation, MPS has extended the use of its 
facilities to all city residents to benefit the community in numerous ways, including community 
services such as meals after school and during the summer. This earned Milwaukee a distinction as 
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the City of the Lighted Schoolhouse, a model of public schools as community education and 
recreation centers that the district has embraced and developed for many years. 
 
As far back as 1926, the Milwaukee Board of School Directors and the Milwaukee Common Council 
have a history of cooperative policymaking regarding the financing, purchasing, construction, 
maintenance, and use of recreation facilities and properties within the city. The groundwork for the 
current division of responsibilities was set in a 1955 Common Council resolution whereby MPS and 
the City mutually agreed to the following:  
 

• The City would assume responsibility for and fund through its Capital Improvement Program 
construction and reconstruction of neighborhood playgrounds and playfields; 

• MPS would use Extension Funds to assume responsibility for the routine maintenance of 
such sites; and  

• MPS would assume responsibility for and fund as part of its new school building projects the 
surfacing and development of facilities adjacent to school buildings (for example, for use 
during recess). 

 
Over the years, through ad-hoc correspondence, meetings, and discussions, MPS and the City have 
engaged in an ongoing mutual effort to identify and achieve efficiencies through reduced duplication 
of effort, strategic transfers of maintenance responsibilities, and other administrative shifts. At 
times, these efforts bore fruit, while at others, hoped-for opportunities did not materialize. 
 
For example, about 10 years, ago, MPS and the City considered consolidating some portion of MPS 
mowing needs with the City, which had a larger crew. After costing out a potential service shift, 
however, MPS discovered it was mowing its own properties at a lower cost than the City would 
charge, and the work was not reassigned.  
 
On the other hand, in 2002, MPS and the City realigned the 1955 arrangement to allow the City to 
transfer capital funding responsibility to MPS for 63 playgrounds adjacent to MPS school buildings. 
In exchange, the City agreed to undertake major renovations and replacements of a large number of 
neighborhood recreational sites not adjacent to MPS school facilities, including playgrounds, wading 
pools, tennis courts, and ball diamonds. This shift nevertheless honored the spirit of the 1955 
agreement in that it aligns responsibility for maintenance of facilities on school properties with MPS, 
and with the City for sites detached from MPS.  
 
In addition, MPS and the City regularly craft intergovernmental agreements to leverage availability of 
external federal, state, or private grant sources to benefit outdoor recreational or green space that 
serve Milwaukee communities. A recent example of such collaboration is the privately-funded MPS 
Green Schools project, which supports MPS efforts to leverage City maintenance, design, and 
contract services to remove asphalt on school properties to create green space and plant trees. 
 
Despite the logic, simplicity, and collegiality of this arrangement, both parties appear to recognize 
that it is no longer sufficient in practice to ensure that maintenance, repair, and replacement needs 
are being adequately met for the city as a whole, as opposed to individual recreation islands serving 
distinct communities. In previous years, DPW would request funding through the City’s capital budget 
to initiate capital improvements at Milwaukee Recreation playfields, and the City then would fund, 
design, and manage such projects. But beginning about a decade ago, the City’s financial challenges 
and a lengthy list of other capital needs caused it to scale back expenditures for recreation projects. 
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As a result, many of the City’s recreation facilities (e.g., playgrounds and playfields) display extensive 
deterioration from growing infrastructure repair needs – a major factor driving the creation of the 
City’s public-private neighborhood playground renovation initiative, MKE Plays. 
 
Against this backdrop, representatives from Milwaukee Recreation, MPS Department of Facilities 
and Maintenance, and City of Milwaukee DPW have begun discussions to revisit the current 
arrangements and consider avenues for better alignment of resources and activities.  
 
Cooperation between Milwaukee County and MPS, City of Milwaukee 
 
Milwaukee County’s authority over the vast majority of public parkland in metro Milwaukee stems 
from a long-standing agreement with the City of Milwaukee. After a number of joint studies on parks 
consolidation, the City passed a referendum in 1936 that eventually allowed the City to transfer 
ownership, operation, and maintenance of most area parks to the County’s jurisdiction.29 
 
Since that time, cooperation between the County and either the City or MPS in the realm of parks 
and recreation has involved facility sharing for the purpose of providing recreation programming to 
underserved areas. For decades, Milwaukee Recreation and the County have maintained a steady, 
though relatively informal, relationship whereby Milwaukee County has supplied and maintained 
recreation facilities, such as playgrounds, ball diamonds, and other playfields, and Milwaukee 
Recreation has brought programming (such as supervised playground activities and athletic 
contests) to the parks. Historically, this arrangement has operated without money changing hands.  
 
This resource-sharing relationship leverages the strengths of each party to facilitate joint provision of 
recreation facilities and programming to serve neighborhood children. This type of partnership also 
continues to facilitate services in the parks for economically vulnerable families, such as provision of 
free meals during supervised summer playground programs (through an MPS partnership with 
Hunger Task Force). 
 
In cases where the aim is less on serving low-income children and more on providing access to 
general recreational programming to the wider community, Milwaukee Recreation often pays for 
permits (though often at reduced rates) to use County facilities. Such arrangements have enabled 
Milwaukee Recreation to use County facilities for interscholastic athletics, golf lessons, softball 
leagues, and other community offerings.  
 
Prospects are high for future cooperation 
 
Historical precedent of cooperation is but one aspect of the current landscape germane to the 
question of whether recreation-related service sharing among MPS, the City, and the County is 
advisable or feasible. Perhaps more instrumental are financial considerations stemming from a 
scarcity of public resources to maintain and improve recreational facilities.  
 
MPS’ recently completed 10-year outdoor recreation facilities master plan documented considerable 
deferred maintenance, repair, and capital improvements needs, with inflation-adjusted capital 

                                                      
29 Public Policy Forum (1991) The serious business of play: A Focus on recreation in the Milwaukee Agenda. 
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improvement costs over the next 10 years alone estimated at nearly $28 million. 30 Maintenance 
and capital repair needs for the County parks pose an even larger challenge, as documented by a 
2009 Milwaukee County Audit report and several Public Policy Forum studies, which have cited a 
backlog of capital repair and replacement needs surpassing $200 million.31  
 
Our interviews with officials from the City, County, and MPS indicate that in light of collective 
financial challenges, each believes their parks and recreation functions should be functioning in 
unison. In fact, this concept is embedded as a distinct goal in the MPS 10-year recreation master 
plan cited above: “Coordinate development efforts and the maintenance of recreational facilities 
between the District, City of Milwaukee, local sports organizations and Milwaukee County Parks.” 
 
Leaders in all three local governments agree that taxpayers throughout Milwaukee County do not 
discern jurisdictional borders in the parks and recreation spaces they use. Furthermore, there is 
concurrent recognition that despite the considerable array of parks, open space, and recreational 
facilities throughout the region, some areas enjoy proximate access to multiple recreational facilities, 
while others appear to be in “recreational deserts” – geographic areas where relatively few well-
maintained recreational facilities and open spaces are easily accessible to residents. 
 
Opportunities and policy options 
 
Of all of the functional areas we studied, the parks and recreation area lends itself particularly well to 
service sharing and is therefore the focus of a case study analysis later in this report. The principal 
untapped opportunity for enhanced administrative service sharing lies in parks and recreation facility 
maintenance. Despite a history and conceptual desire to cooperate better in this area, each entity 
operates largely on its own. In an era of increasingly squeezed capital and maintenance budgets and 
growing backlogs of infrastructure needs, there is impetus for this to change. 
 
Based on national best practices literature as well as interviews with local officials, we identified the 
following non-exhaustive list of promising opportunities for service sharing in the area of parks and 
recreation maintenance involving MPS, the City, and/or the County. 
 
Cooperative master planning and data sharing 
 
Coordinated master planning and related data sharing not only could produce increased efficiencies, 
but also could establish long-term cooperative structures that would encourage additional service 
sharing. Support for this concept is widespread in best practices literature and even emanates from 
Wisconsin’s 1999 Comprehensive Planning Law (a.k.a. “Smart Growth Law”). In fact, the Wisconsin 
Department of Administration advised communities to “[s]tudy public facility needs jointly. Studies 
and reports that identify the use of a facility, along with future needs and alternatives, will often be 
more meaningful when examined at the regional level…[and could] save money and allow for a more 
thorough examination of options and potential costs.”32 

                                                      
30 Milwaukee Outdoor Recreation Facilities Master Plan 2015-2024. Executive Summary Report. 
https://board.milwaukee.k12.wi.us/attachments/c990af97-f5f4-481d-8b18-3965f743cab9.pdf  
31 Milwaukee County Department of Audit (December 2009) A tale of two systems: Three decades of declining resources 
leave Milwaukee County Parks reflecting the best and worst of times. 
http://county.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/cntyAudit/report0916.pdf 
32 Wisconsin Department of Administration (June 2002) Intergovernmental cooperation: A guide to preparing the 
intergovernmental cooperation element of a local Comprehensive Plan.  

https://board.milwaukee.k12.wi.us/attachments/c990af97-f5f4-481d-8b18-3965f743cab9.pdf
http://county.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/cntyAudit/report0916.pdf
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Because master planning, by definition, is a long-term process, a key challenge to approaching it 
cooperatively is aligning the timing of the process across jurisdictions. Such a policy window, 
arguably, could have been opened recently. As this research was proceeding, all three local 
governments were engaged or recently engaged in major master planning efforts for parks, 
recreation, land-use, and other related facilities. 
 
Specifically, Milwaukee Recreation’s 2015-2024 Outdoor Recreation Facilities Master Plan was 
initiated in 2014 with a study of the condition of its facilities and a 10-year plan for addressing 
deferred maintenance and needed capital improvements. Meanwhile, Milwaukee’s Department of 
City Development was conducting a similar process concurrently, culminating in the September 2016 
Common Council approval of the City of Milwaukee Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan 2016-
2021, focusing on its 62 play and passive lots, off-road trails and walks, and vacant lots.33 In close 
succession to these two efforts, Milwaukee County Parks initiated a 10-Year Comprehensive Parks 
System Master Plan in 2016, which will inform its 2050 Park and Open Space Plan.  

 
These processes have similar overarching and overlapping objectives: to inventory the condition of 
existing facilities, develop a vision for the future, and create plans for addressing current and future 
needs. For several reasons – ranging from the potential to address the problem of “recreation 
deserts” through more efficient land use to various forms of cost sharing (e.g., consultant fees, GIS 
mapping software and manpower, data collection/analysis, stakeholder surveys) – the case for 
formalized service sharing in this arena is compelling. 
 
Admittedly, such cooperation would require considerable initial investment of staffing, time, and 
financial resources to put the necessary systems and processes in place. It also would require 
sustained, long-term commitment from top officials, department heads, other decision-makers, and 
ultimately taxpayers. Nevertheless, having observed that all three major local governments were 
engaged concurrently in similar processes focused on facilities that serve many of the same 
constituents in overlapping geographic areas, it is difficult not to perceive a lost opportunity.  
 
The opportunity to pursue a more borderless approach to master planning does not have to wait until 
the governments undertake the next major planning process, however. In fact, efforts could begin 
now to establish a long-term foundation for aligning future planning processes. Through regular, 
formalized communication (such as a quarterly advisory committee meeting of top recreation 
officials), the three governments could seek to better align planning resources and processes, 
including data collecting and sharing. In fact, in the first quarter of 2017, parks and recreation 
facilities officials from all three governments scheduled the first of what they hope to be a regular 
series of meetings to discuss a variety of topics, including how they can better partner and 
coordinate efforts.   
 
  

                                                      
33 City of Milwaukee (September 2016) City of Milwaukee Comprehensive outdoor recreation plan 2016-2021. 
https://milwaukee.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=2833447&GUID=786A76E6-2A38-4AB0-A9FD-
F66A9E20FC91&Options=ID|Text|Attachments|Other|&Search=160675  

https://milwaukee.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=2833447&GUID=786A76E6-2A38-4AB0-A9FD-F66A9E20FC91&Options=ID|Text|Attachments|Other|&Search=160675
https://milwaukee.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=2833447&GUID=786A76E6-2A38-4AB0-A9FD-F66A9E20FC91&Options=ID|Text|Attachments|Other|&Search=160675
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Mowing and snow removal 
 
Because all three jurisdictions maintain staffing and infrastructure to provide a similar service across 
overlapping geographic areas, mowing and snow removal rose to the top as functions with high 
potential for formalized service sharing. 
 
Snow removal presents some interesting opportunities for aligning work based on the distinct 
resource strengths of each jurisdiction. For instance, while the City and County maintain substantial 
fleets of large snow removal equipment to clear snow from City streets and County parkways, MPS 
Department of Facilities and Maintenance staff generally use smaller vehicles to handle detailed 
work adjacent to school buildings, such as sidewalks, parking lots, and driveways. The distinct 
equipment capabilities could be leveraged for mutual gain. For example, MPS might find it to be cost 
effective to hire the County to use its specialized larger equipment to remove snow from large MPS 
parking lots, while focusing its own time and resources on sidewalks and driveways.  
 
Similar opportunities emerge on the mowing side. In fact, service sharing in this area has been 
explored in the past. Under a 2015 contractual arrangement between the County parks department 
and Milwaukee Water Works (the City-owned water utility), County parks provides mowing and 
trimming services at 10 geographically scattered Milwaukee Water Works locations. The parties 
agreed to a mutually beneficial pricing structure that reduced costs for the City and generated 
additional revenues for the County. Although it took some time to negotiate and pilot, such a model 
could inform similar arrangements for MPS school and recreation properties. As referenced 
previously, MPS has adopted this approach in the past, albeit with the City.  
 
Conversely, it also may make sense to consider alternative arrangements in which mowing services 
might be shared among the three jurisdictions. As part of its current master planning process, 
Milwaukee County is beginning to consider a number of cost saving/revenue-generating strategies 
for achieving efficiencies, including the option of contracting out to the private sector some of its 
mowing and other outdoor maintenance, especially for large regional parks with multiple amenities 
(such as Whitnall, Grant, Brown Deer, Humboldt, and McGovern).  
 
This approach may present an opportunity for all three jurisdictions to initiate discussions about 
potential large-scale cost savings from joint contracting. Such an approach could mitigate the initial 
outlay of cash for third-party contracts by leveraging purchasing power to lower the unit cost for all 
parties. Moreover, to the extent that mowing tends to be one of many duties assigned to 
maintenance staff, a joint approach to contracting mowing also has the potential to either reduce 
seasonal staffing costs or allow existing full time staff to be allocated toward other substantial unmet 
maintenance needs. 
 
Finally, we would suggest that even if the parties determine that large-scale mowing and plowing 
consolidation would not be practical and/or desirable, they at least could consider consolidation of 
mowing and plowing in strategic geographic areas. There are numerous locations where two or more 
jurisdictions have contiguous property or facilities in very close proximity to each other, which means 
that two or more governments are mobilizing distinct crews and equipment to the same or nearby 
locations and incurring labor, equipment, supplies, and other costs to perform grounds maintenance 
and snow removal.  
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In particular, in cases where a property line sits in the middle of one large area (such as a field), this 
current arrangement can result in one crew mowing only up to the property line, and another 
jurisdiction’s crew picking up where they left off. The officials we interviewed agree that such 
inefficiencies could be avoided by structuring work so that only one jurisdiction mobilizes its crew 
and equipment to a given site or set of sites within a tight geographic radius. We explore this idea in 
further depth in the case study section of this report.  
 
Forestry 
 
Joint contracting or intergovernmental outsourcing emerges as a service sharing opportunity in a 
number of other recreation-related maintenance services, chief among them being forestry services, 
which include various services such as tree trimming and arborists. Forestry lends itself particularly 
well to service sharing in general – and joint contracting in particular – because it requires 
investment in large specialized equipment, such as bucket trucks, and the specialized staff training 
to operate them.  
 
Milwaukee Recreation, in particular, could benefit from service sharing in this area, as it does not 
have its own staff or equipment and relies either on private sector contracts or the MPS Department 
of Facilities and Maintenance, which can be a sub-optimal choice when both MPS departments need 
the service at the same time. Exacerbating these conditions is the reality that forestry capacity at 
MPS is below optimal levels – MPS cut forestry out of its budget in 2003. Although some funding 
was restored in the last few years, there is no system-wide forestry maintenance program at MPS, 
one result of which is that tree trimming takes place largely on an emergency basis.  
 
Because the City and County also have forestry staff and equipment, it may be worth exploring 
whether MPS could contract with the City or County at a lower rate than the private sector, thus 
conferring cost savings to MPS and Milwaukee Recreation and revenue for the City or County. As with 
mowing, shared forestry services could be particularly advantageous at adjacent or proximate 
locations, such as the geographic cluster of facilities that includes Milwaukee County’s Boerner 
Botanical Gardens, Wehr Nature Center, and Whitnall Park; and the MPS-owned Potter’s Forest 
facility, where MPS maintains a ropes and challenge course for district use.  
 
One potential impediment to such an arrangement is the fact that forestry capacity at the City and 
County is stretched extremely thin. In the case of the County, current forestry capacity cannot keep 
up with the County’s own forestry needs. This is, in part, because of the intensive need it confronts 
related to Emerald Ash Borer abatement. In fact, County parks officials are considering a small-scale 
pilot contract that piggy-backs on a federal General Services Administration contract with a local 
private forestry contractor. If the pilot functions as intended, the hope is to expand this approach to 
complement the extensive efforts the County Parks forestry crews have conducted over the past 
several years. Again, this could present a prime opportunity for the three jurisdictions to consider 
joint contracting, or to jointly bolster the capacity of one to be able to cover the needs of all.  
 
Equipment Sharing 
 
Equipment sharing represents another promising opportunity in cases where different local units of 
government own different types of equipment that others need (e.g., forestry-related equipment). 
Such sharing could take place under a paradigm in which the governments leverage their respective 
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resource strengths by simply trading in-kind services; or, alternatively, one entity could loan its 
specialized equipment (and possibly specially-trained staff) for an hourly or daily fee.  
 
To facilitate such a practice, the three major local governments in Milwaukee could establish a 
centralized equipment (and/or related staffing services) clearinghouse or communication system for 
requesting use of specialized equipment and staffing from one another, or for “checking out” such 
equipment. Such an approach has been implemented in Monmouth County, New Jersey, where the 
County’s Department of Public Works coordinates a program that allows municipal governments to 
contract with the County for the use of equipment and specialized staff for a variety of functions.34 
 
Finally, for expensive equipment that several parties need on an occasional basis but that would be 
difficult to purchase independently, local governments could initiate joint ownership agreements, 
spreading out the initial cash outlay across multiple governments. For these agreements to be 
successful, the joint ownership agreement should include explicit provisions for funding and dividing 
up responsibility for debt service, depreciation, capital replacement, and division of assets in the 
event that the agreement dissolves.  
 
Playground inspection and repair 
 
Playground inspection and repair lend themselves to service sharing because they are labor-
intensive services that require specialized expertise. Currently, all four entities perform their own 
playground equipment safety inspection at varying inspection levels and frequencies. For example, 
MPS may have personnel inspecting playgrounds on school property on a weekly basis, whereas City 
personnel inspect the 62 City playgrounds on a monthly cycle. 
 
The Certified Industry Playground Safety Inspector (CPSI) certification offered by the National 
Recreation and Park Association is the parks and recreation industry standard for public playground 
safety.35 The City of Milwaukee has one CPSI-certified inspector, Milwaukee Recreation has two, and, 
the County has four with plans to train one additional staff member in the coming year. School 
building engineers all are trained in playground equipment inspection and repair. Building engineers 
assigned to each MPS school perform weekly inspections of playground equipment and surrounding 
areas to identify and submit work orders to address any ongoing maintenance needs.  
 
Just as specialized equipment is a long-term investment in recreation maintenance capacity, so too 
is the decision to certify employees as CPSIs. The cost to enroll in the required coursework and sit for 
an initial exam is at least $500 per employee, not including inspection forms and equipment.  
 
Given the cost of CPSI certification, the volume of playground inspection demands, and the wide 
geographic distribution of playground sites, all four entities could consider sharing playground 
inspection and repair capacity. One possible approach would be to create jointly staffed crews – 
including at least one CPSI – that perform inspection (and possibly maintenance) at geographic 
clusters of playgrounds across all cooperating jurisdictions.  
 
  

                                                      
34 Monmouth County Office of Shared Services (January 2013) Monmouth County shared services. 
https://co.monmouth.nj.us/documents/148/Shared%20Services%20Bookletfor%20Web%2010-5-11.pdf 
35 National Recreation and Park Association. Certification. http://www.nrpa.org/certification/  

https://co.monmouth.nj.us/documents/148/Shared%20Services%20Bookletfor%20Web%2010-5-11.pdf
http://www.nrpa.org/certification/
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Similar opportunities in other specialized services 
 
The principles suggesting shared services as a promising opportunity in the functions discussed 
above can be generalized to apply to any arena where local governments find scarcity of resources, 
dispersed geographic need, overlapping/duplicative expertise and efforts, need for specialized 
training, equipment/capital-intensive functions, and so on. The following are some additional 
recreation maintenance-related areas these local governments might consider for creative 
application of these service sharing principles:   
 

• Pavement and asphalt repair and installation: Parking lots, roads, driveways, sidewalks, 
trails, etc. 

• Building maintenance and winterization: Field houses, pavilions, bathrooms, comfort 
stations, small storage facilities 

• Improving ADA accessibility through routine repair or capital improvements 
• Lighting repair and maintenance: Pathway, fields, flag poles (invest together in LED 

technology) 
• Signage: Installation and maintenance 
• Storm water management and flood protection 
• Weed control and pesticide application (requires specialized training)  
• Tennis court and basketball court maintenance and repair 
• Aquatics maintenance: Pools, wading pools, splash pads 
• Field lining: Soccer fields, ball diamonds 
• Janitorial services 
• Joint purchasing of recreation-related supplies: Fertilizer, seed, woodchips, etc. 

 
Parks and Recreation Summary Grid 
 
The following table summarizes our assessment of the past, current, and future status of service 
sharing opportunities for the parks and recreation function.  
 

Table 7: Summary of service sharing landscape and opportunities: PARKS AND RECREATION 

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 
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Case Study :  Joint  Provis ion of 
Mowing Services 
 
In this section, we present a case study illustrating how a specific service sharing opportunity might 
be structured to benefit the local governments we studied. As discussed in the previous section, 
parks and recreation facilities maintenance appear to offer the most promising opportunities among 
the functional areas we studied. Within that, we selected joint provision of mowing services to serve 
as a case study based on a number of factors, including: 
 

• The strength of past and current collaboration, relationships, and formal service sharing 
• Technical and operational factors suggesting successful service sharing arrangements might 

be feasible 
• The availability of data that permitted valid, consistent comparison of estimated costs and 

potential savings  
 
We determined that an analysis of potential service sharing arrangements for mowing for the entire 
parks and recreation maintenance system spanning all three jurisdictions would be difficult to carry 
out in a meaningful way. Instead, based on availability of data, we shaped our service sharing case 
study around joint provision of mowing for one geographic cluster in the Humboldt Park area. 
 
Serv ic e  sharing  mod el :  Hu mbo ld t  P ark  clu ster 36 
 
Humboldt Park is a County park that represents a hub around which several other recreational 
properties are situated, making it an apt opportunity to model how one service sharing arrangement 
could cover multiple sites for each party.  
 
For the purposes of this model, the Humboldt Park cluster includes the following sites: 
 

• Milwaukee County Parks: Humboldt Park, Cupertino Park, and South Shore Park 
• Milwaukee Recreation: Sijan Playfield and Lewis Playfield 
• MPS school grounds: Humboldt Park School, Milwaukee Parkside School for the Arts 

(formerly Fritsche Middle School), Bay View High School, Dover Street School, and Trowbridge 
Street School 

 
Because County Parks properties make up the majority of the mowing acreage in the area, we 
modeled a joint mowing agreement that assumes Milwaukee County Parks crews will provide the 
mowing service for all sites in the cluster. Another rationale for setting up the County as the service 
provider is that, based on data provided to us from local officials from each jurisdiction, the County’s 
average hourly labor rate for its mowing crews is estimated to be lower than that of either Milwaukee 
Recreation or MPS Department of Facilities and Maintenance, potentially allowing all three entities 
to leverage Milwaukee County’s lower labor costs for mutual benefit. 

                                                      
36 All figures related to current mowing labor costs were furnished by or calculated using data furnished by officials from 
MPS Department of Facilities and Maintenance, Milwaukee Recreation, and Milwaukee County Parks. 
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Table 8 shows each entity’s current labor cost structure for providing mowing services for their 
respective jurisdictions in the Humboldt Park cluster.37 It is important to note the following regarding 
hourly labor rates used in this analysis: 

• Included in Milwaukee County’s part time/seasonal labor rate below is a fringe rate of 7% 
which includes Medicare, earned time off, and unemployment – the only fringe benefits 
offered to Milwaukee County seasonal employees. In addition, fringe benefit costs for 
Milwaukee County’s full time workers are not included in the labor rate shown, as these 
costs are not relevant to our hypothetical shared services model (Table 9). 

• Milwaukee Recreation’s labor rate is an estimated average hourly wage rate for a crew of 
one full time groundskeeper and one part time seasonal worker, including benefits. (The 
$23.64 hourly labor rate shown is equal to $19/hour labor rate plus fringe benefits 
assigned by Milwaukee Recreation at 24.4% of the labor rate for both part time and full time 
staff). 

• MPS schools’ rate includes fringe benefits, as the mowing done on MPS school properties is 
performed by a full time building engineer as part of a variety of duties. (MPS applies a 
benefit rate of 15% to estimate labor cost/savings). 

 
Table 8: Humboldt Park Cluster: Current mowing labor costs 

  
MPS 

(5 Schools) 

Milwaukee 
Recreation 

(2 Playfields) 

Milwaukee County (3 Parks) 

  
Full time 
(average) 

Part time/ 
Seasonal 

Labor hours/yr 304 304 432 432 

Labor rate ($/hr) $42.53 $23.64 $24.00 $12.05 

Labor Costs ($) $12,929 $7,187 $10,367 $5,205 
 
In Table 9, we show the cost savings that could be realized if the County assumed mowing 
operations for the entire cluster. We assume in this scenario that the County could complete all of 
the additional mowing work in the Humboldt Park cluster by adding only seasonal worker hours at an 
hourly labor rate of $12.05. County officials confirm this to be a likely scenario during the high 
mowing season (May through October) when the County employs most of its seasonal workers.  
 

Table 9: Joint-mowing arrangement for Humboldt Park cluster: 
County provides additional mowing services using only seasonal workers 

County Internal labor rate: $12.05 MPS  
Schools 

Milwaukee 
Recreation 

Milwaukee  
County Labor rate charged by County: $23.64 

Change over Status Quo (as shown in Table 8)    
Labor hours (304) (304) 608 

Labor (costs) savings ($) $12,929 $7,187 ($7,325) 

Revenues (expenses) from service sharing ($) ($7,187) ($7,187) $14,373 

Net Savings ($) $5,742 $0 $7,048 
  

                                                      
37 Due to limited data availability, this model includes only labor costs in the estimated cost savings for consolidated 
mowing in the Humboldt Park cluster. 
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Although the County likely would determine the rate charged in a manner that would allow it to yield 
at least enough to cover its own labor, administrative, indirect, and other costs, Table 9 is set up to 
allow the County to charge the highest possible rate ($23.64) while still allowing Milwaukee 
Recreation to break even in outsourcing its mowing to the County. As indicated, doing so allows the 
County to realize a net benefit of $7,048, MPS Schools to save $5,742,38 and Milwaukee Recreation 
to break even on labor costs. 
 
At the same time, in this simplified model, the amount the County charged could be adjusted to 
confer greater benefit for MPS schools or Milwaukee Recreation. For example, the County could 
charge as little as $12.05 per hour (its internal labor rate for this scenario), and this would allow 
MPS schools to net $9,266, while Milwaukee Recreation would see a net benefit of $3,524 over 
current policy. In other words, as long as the hourly rate charged by the County (and paid by MPS and 
Milwaukee Recreation) is between $12.05 and $23.64, all three parties would at least break even, if 
not realize some cost savings from the service sharing arrangement. 
 
D isc uss ion  
 
Data limitations 
 
Due to limitations in available data or limited capacity to compare available data, the model does not 
take into account a host of other variables related to costs and efficiencies that could influence 
either the magnitude of savings resulting from a potential service sharing arrangement or whether 
the arrangement would yield net savings at all. 
 
Costs 
 
Although it could significantly influence the potential outcome of service sharing, comparative data 
on administrative overhead were not taken into account in the model. Such costs could include the 
following: retiree health and pension, department-level administrative cost, and indirect costs from 
other departments (e.g., risk management, legal, finance, human resources, technology, etc.).  
 
Also omitted were additional cost drivers directly related to the mowing service itself such as 
supplies/commodities, equipment-related costs, costs for third-party providers, start-up costs, and 
contract monitoring costs. Current cost differences by agency and decisions by a potential service 
sharing collective on how to divide these costs would be meaningful variables in crafting any service 
sharing arrangement. This is especially true in arrangements involving one agency as a lead 
administrator or fiscal agent and for larger-scale collaborations, as the scale tends to drive the need 
for administrative service, oversight, communication, and so on. 
 
  

                                                      
38 According to MPS officials, any accrued savings likely would not translate to dollar savings in that it would not reduce the 
work day for a full time employee. But such savings would free up the employee to work on additional or other projects at 
their assigned school. 
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Savings and efficiencies 
 
On the other hand, also not captured in the model but assumed to be present are a number of 
potential sources of cost savings and efficiencies that cannot be monetized with available 
information, such as: 
 

• Transportation and mobilization efficiencies achieved by mobilizing one crew instead of 
three, including staff time at the beginning and end of the day for crews to assemble, load 
equipment and supplies, and bring everything back; administrative time; and transportation 
time. 

• Avoided costs associated with the use, maintenance, and transportation of fleet and 
equipment. Milwaukee County was able to provide an estimate of $16.44 per hour of 
mowing for this avoided cost (which includes fuel, maintenance, and depreciation).  

• Avoided staff-related costs from reducing internal mowing hours enough to reduce the 
seasonal staff hired each year or to reallocate full time staff hours to understaffed functions 
or to new initiatives. 

 
Finally, new agreements can take between three and five years to reach optimal levels of efficiency 
and begin to accrue positive returns. As such, any initial net savings or net costs estimated to result 
from a new service sharing arrangement should be considered in the context of a potentially long-
term commitment to sustain the arrangement for at least three to five years. 
 
Observations 
 

• Modest cost savings in one cluster could expand if replicated in other clusters and functions: 
The geographic cluster basis for service sharing could be applied to any scale, location, or 
function where conditions render them feasible. This high-level view of a potential approach 
to joint provision of mowing services in the Humboldt Park cluster suggests that MPS and 
Milwaukee County could realize discernible savings based on shared labor costs alone. 
Although the estimated magnitude of the savings for this isolated cluster is not large, it may 
be meaningful. If such an approach were replicated in additional clusters throughout the city, 
and if City playgrounds were incorporated, the aggregate savings could grow significantly and 
make a compelling case for adopting this approach in multiple areas. The model also could 
be applied to other recreation facility maintenance functions, such as snow removal. 

 
• Decision to consolidate might rest on factors other than cost savings: Whether those costs 

are meaningful enough to undertake the effort, initial cost, and risk of setting up a service 
sharing structure is a call the potential parties to an agreement must make. As discussed, 
that call is hampered by constraints on available data. Nevertheless, joint provision may be 
desirable for other reasons. Shared mowing services could prevent the need for two crews to 
divide the mowing for one expanse of green space along a property line. It also could provide 
staffing flexibility, strengthen intergovernmental cooperative relationships, and serve as a 
pilot for potential expansion into other functions where variations in expertise could be 
leveraged city-wide through service sharing. 
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• Limited capacity to track and compare costs hides potential service sharing opportunities: 
One of the most fundamental and applicable findings from this modeling exercise lies in the 
difficulty we encountered in obtaining cost data at an optimal level of detail from a single 
agency, and to obtaining data that could be aligned for meaningful cost comparisons across 
agencies. These data constraints pose a number of barriers to sound policy decision-making 
in general, and service sharing decisions in particular. They can limit the capacity for fiscal 
analysts to budget and forecast annual costs accurately and hamper efforts to locate and 
mitigate duplication or gaps in services – both essential for assessing feasibility of potential 
service sharing arrangements. Building a more robust system of data gathering and sharing, 
both internally and across jurisdictions, could help inform deeper analyses that could 
illuminate where additional efficiencies may (or may not) lie, and drive data-informed service 
sharing decisions in a variety of functions. 

 



 

58 

Conclusion 
 
Our analysis of the history and future potential for Milwaukee Public Schools to cooperate with the 
City of Milwaukee and Milwaukee County on service sharing provides insight on what is working well, 
where local governments are encountering barriers and pitfalls, and which policy options hold 
promise for improved practices. We conclude by drawing on those insights to offer several 
observations and related recommendations that we hope will inform policy makers interested in 
considering or expanding the impact of service sharing among Milwaukee’s largest local 
governments. 
 
K ey  b arr iers  to  serv ic e  shar in g 
 
Limited current capacity to invest for long-term service sharing gains 
 
In the local government functions we studied, achieving additional efficiencies through service 
sharing would require considerable start-up investment of dollars or staff resources for relatively 
small immediate cost savings, or for a return on investment that only becomes discernible in the 
future. Local governments have limited capacity to make the long-term investments in staffing and 
training that may be needed in the near term to make robust service sharing successful and cost-
effective in the long run.  
 
Benefits from cooperation can be intangible and difficult to quantify 
 
Efforts to explore service sharing should be predicated not only on a desire to save money or 
enhance operational efficiency, but also on the hope that forging closer intergovernmental 
relationships will produce intangible benefits that foster a culture of cooperation. Invariably, such 
benefits are difficult to monetize, but they should be factors policy makers consider. Such benefits 
include, but are not limited to higher quality, process improvements, greater communication and 
awareness of respective operational needs that may lend themselves to service sharing; enhanced 
trust that mitigates a fear of loss of control; and better alignment of efforts to collectively leverage 
external community resources, such as government or private grant opportunities. 
 
Barriers to data gathering and analysis 
 
We encountered a formidable barrier in obtaining and analyzing cost and service-level data from the 
three governments. For many of the functions we sought to analyze, unit costs were not broken down 
in a manner that allowed us to make apples-to-apples comparisons across functions and institutions. 
We presume such challenges likely limit the ability of local governments to make informed decisions 
related to service sharing as well. These limitations affect the ability of governments to identify 
service sharing opportunities, perform analysis needed to determine whether service sharing makes 
sense in a given setting, and design service sharing agreements and cost allocation.     
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Disconnect between intention and execution of service sharing 
 
Our interviews with officials in all three governments revealed examples where intentions to 
coordinate resources, processes, and activities fell short of hoped-for objectives. Some expressed 
frustration over what they saw as a tendency of governments to operate on separate islands without 
awareness of concurrent related efforts and plans in other jurisdictions. The result is isolated, 
episodic bursts of cooperative activity driven by individuals rather than policies (and therefore often 
not sustained as staff and leadership turns over), or lost opportunities. 
 
The City and MPS have a long history of both successful service sharing and instances where joint 
approaches were not optimal. Therefore, it may be tempting to focus on how those governments 
might grow service sharing opportunities with the County. However, based on input we gathered from 
functional leaders across all three governments, it appears there continues to be room for growth in 
both the MPS-County and the MPS-City service sharing relationships. 
 
Reco mm end at ion s  
 
Successful service sharing arrangements demand considerable upfront investment despite the 
recognition that return may not materialize for years. In the restrictive fiscal environment in which 
Milwaukee’s largest local governments operate, this presents a formidable barrier. One relatively 
common perspective is that school districts and municipalities are not as coordinated as they could 
be or that service sharing is not as intrinsic to local government culture as even those working within 
it might think it should be. As such, this research largely reflects what many local policy makers in 
Milwaukee already understand, but have yet to resolve.  
 
To spark new service sharing efforts that might address 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 
 
To the extent that these governments intend to make data-driven decisions across functions and 
between institutions, our research reveals a need to improve capacity in data collection, storage, and 
sharing. For example, 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. This would require consistent commitment over the long haul, executive-level vision from all 
governments involved, and financial investment.  
 
Align the timing of major initiatives, investments, and planning processes 
 
This study brought to light a number of resource-intensive projects two or more jurisdictions largely 
embarked on alone, such as those related to comprehensive land use planning, and major 
investments in technology. Had such efforts been undertaken with a longer-term perspective on how 
intergovernmental efforts might better be leveraged, they might have opened opportunities for 
better-coordinated data sharing, strategic planning, and efficient use of resources. They point to an 
opportunity to put intergovernmental communication processes in place, such as regular meetings of 
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key decision-makers, to allow policy makers the time to spot and capitalize on opportunities for 
service sharing.  
 
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. Joint purchasing or in-kind exchange of goods, services, and facilities lend themselves to 
this approach, and both appear to have room for expansion.  
 
Despite what may look like only marginal benefit in exchange for considerable start-up effort to 
establish such agreements, staring with small initiatives has a ripple effect. Piloting joint approaches 
that address shared needs fosters trust between the parties and lays the groundwork to iron out 
logistical complications, assuage fears of loss of control, and persuade constituents and elected 
governing bodies that the mutual benefits likely outweigh risks and start-up costs, especially in the 
medium-to-long term.  

 
Include service sharing as part of a joint legislative agenda 
 
There is room for improvement on the part of Wisconsin state lawmakers in enacting legislation that 
not only enables local government service sharing, but fosters and facilitates it. 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.  
 
Moreover, in light of the impact of State fiscal policies (such as levy limits, shared revenue, equalized 
school aids, and expenditure restraint aids), it may be worth initiating a comprehensive review of the 
way such policies would interact with various local government service sharing configurations and 
how such interactions would affect each local government’s budget, as well as the overall tax levy in 
Milwaukee.  
 
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. This would call for 
substantive changes to internal organizational structures and relationships with other governments, 
starting with formalized top-level communication and collaboration between the three governments. 
MPS, the City, and the County could take a step toward laying a long-term foundation for service 
sharing culture and practice by establishing a permanent formal joint advisory body devoted to 
shared services.  
 
Some local precedent exists for this type of approach. As far back as 1996, Milwaukee Recreation 
“initiated resolutions with the Common Council, County Board of Supervisors, and Milwaukee Board 
of School Directors to re-establish a special committee on policies relating to recreational matters.”39 
                                                      
39 Milwaukee Public Schools (February 21, 2007) Division of recreation and community services. Chronological listing of 
major programs and events. 
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Moreover, Milwaukee County’s Intergovernmental Cooperation Council (ICC) established a Shared 
Services and Cooperation Work Group that, on an ad hoc basis, identifies promising service sharing 
options. The joint advisory body paradigm could foster alignment of resources, processes, and 
strategic planning specifically for MPS, the City, and County.  
 
F in al  thou ghts  
 
Local governments face prodigious challenges in their mission to deliver essential public goods, such 
as adequate education for all. Such services are costly no matter how efficiently they are delivered. 
Moreover, Milwaukee’s three largest local governments operate in an environment of highly 
restricted revenue growth and fierce personnel-related expenditure pressures. In this context, 
intergovernmental service sharing is not a panacea, especially in light of the relatively modest cost 
savings that likely would accrue from any one service sharing initiative. As such, the long, 
incremental, resource-intensive journey toward sustained, effective intergovernmental cooperation 
might not rise to the urgency of challenges and crises now confronting Milwaukee’s local 
governments.  
 
Another perspective, however, is that every challenge and crisis requires the efforts and resources, 
however scarce, of a diversity of stakeholders working in concert and viewing themselves as jointly 
accountable to the same constituency. One could argue the stakes for leveraging the tool of service 
sharing are as high now as ever. 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 their challenges, respond to their 
constituents’ demands, and help address Greater Milwaukee’s most pressing needs.  
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