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Municipal Street Quality: A Bumpier Ride?

Street quality in Wisconsin municipalities has declined modestly over the past seven years. From 2010 to 2017, the share of high-
quality roads has declined while the share of moderate-quality roads has increased, with the trend most pronounced in small 
communities. Additional aid in the current state budget may help to address this decline. 
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Every two years, cities and villages 
provide updated data to the state 

on the condition of their streets. Local 
officials visually inspect the condition 
of the roads by looking at their surfaces, 
cracks, and deformities. The road seg-
ments are then rated on a 10-point scale 
with seven different categories ranging 
from “excellent” to “failed.” (See the box 
below.) These ratings, housed within the 
Wisconsin Information System for Local 
Roads (WISLR), provide a snapshot of 
the quality of local streets statewide.  

We compared WISLR data from 
2010 and 2017, looking at the roads in 
all of the state’s nearly 600 cities and 
villages. These communities are home 
to about 70% of the state’s population 
and about half of the local roads. In 
examining the data, we found a decline 

in highly-rated streets and 
a corresponding increase in 
roads rated “fair.” 

In 2010, 70.3% of mu-
nicipal roads were rated 
“good,” “very good,” or “ex-
cellent.” By 2017, this share 
dropped 2.7 percentage points 
to 67.6%. (See the adjacent 
chart.) During the same time 
period, the share of roads rated 
“fair” increased from 20.1% 
to 22.9%, and the share of 
roads rated “poor” or worse 
declined slightly from 9.6% 
to 9.4%. 

What do the numbers mean?

While we cannot draw definitive 
conclusions, these findings suggest fail-
ing roads may have been rehabilitated 
or reconstructed at a steady pace, but 
newer, higher-quality roads were dete-
riorating more quickly than they were 
receiving maintenance. Consequently, a 
percent of those roads dropped into the 
“fair” category. 

If that indeed was the case, then 
such practices could add to the fiscal 
challenges facing municipalities be-
cause maintenance delays can shorten 
the time frame between needed recon-
struction projects. Resurfacing a munic-
ipal road may cost around $600,000 per 
mile, while total reconstruction can be 
well over $2 million per mile. Though 
delaying road maintenance may save 
money in the short term, it can cost local 
governments and taxpayers in the long 
run if roads need to undergo costlier re-

construction sooner than they would have 
had routine maintenance been performed.

Population and financial impact

The smallest municipalities saw the 
largest reduction in the share of roads 
rated “good” or better. When looking 
at cities and villages with fewer than 
15,000 residents, 68.9% of roads were 
rated “good” or better in 2017, down from 
72.4% in 2010. In cities and villages with 
more than 15,000 residents, the share of 
streets rated “good” or better dropped 
from 68.3% to 66.4%. The Wisconsin 
Policy Forum has found that smaller 
communities are experiencing less growth 
in new construction and property tax 
revenues, and as a result may face greater 
budget constraints. The greater decline in 
road quality in smaller communities may 
in part reflect these fiscal challenges. 

In the near term, municipalities may 
benefit from the 2017-19 state budget, 
which increases state road and bridge aids 
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Rating Condition Description
10 Excellent New construction
9 Excellent Recent overlay, like new
8 Very Good Recent sealcoat or new mix, 

little or no maintenance 
required

7 Good First signs of aging, maintain 
with routine crack filling

6 Good Signs of aging, sound 
structurally, could extend with 
sealcoat

5 Fair Aging, sound structurally, 
needs sealcoat or nonstructural 
overlay

4 Fair First signs of needing 
strengthening, would benefit 
from overlay or recycling

3 Poor Needs patching, major overlay, 
or complete recycling

2 Very Poor Needs reconstruction with 
extensive base repair

1 Failed Needs total reconstruction
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Get the best tool for comparing finances 
across the state’s 245 most populous 
municipalities: our annual reference 
guide is filled with figures on revenues, 
expenditures, tax base, and more. By 
ordering a custom report, you can 
compare a specific list of commmunities. 
Go to https://wistax.org/publications/
municipal-facts, send an email to 
gstaskal@wispolicyforum.org or call 608-
241-9789 ext. 26.

n Kansas City voters recently ap-
proved a $227 million plan to extend the 
city’s 2.2-mile downtown streetcar line 
an additional 3.7 miles to the University 
of Missouri–Kansas City. To finance 
the extension, ongoing operations, and 
maintenance of the initial line, the city 
created a new “transportation devel-
opment district” (TDD) comprised of 
properties close to the service. The TDD 
includes a new 1.0% sales tax for 30 
years and an additional tax assessment 
on nearby properties for 25 years.

by $86.9 million. These increases were 
funded in part by delaying projects on 
state highways. If the increases cannot 
be sustained, then more municipalities 
may look to other local revenue sources, 
such as vehicle registration fees, or 
wheel taxes, as explored in our recent 
issue of Focus.

Statewide quality and limitations

When looking at all rated roads with-
in the state, not just the half located within 
cities and villages, the overall trend is very 
similar. When including other segments 
such as town and county roads, 67% of 
those with ratings in 2017 were classified 
as “good” or better, down 2.7 percentage 

Meanwhile, Milwaukee’s downtown 
streetcar is set to debut this fall. Capital 
costs for the 2.5-mile initial line are 
covered by a federal grant and by local 
funding generated through tax increment 
financing (TIF) districts. Sponsorship by 
Potawatomi Hotel & Casino will support 
the streetcar’s operating costs for the 
first 12 years, but a long-term plan has 
not yet been developed for system op-
erations or the construction of planned 
extensions.

growing number with no rating at all. In 
2010, ratings were submitted for over 
95% of these roads, while in 2017, rat-
ings were only submitted for 87%. The 
greatest increase in the share of roads 
not rated, or not reported, came from the 
smallest communities. 

It is unclear how these road seg-
ments would affect the ratings. Our 
analysis does indicate, however, that 
smaller communities in Wisconsin still 
have somewhat better quality streets 
than larger ones, but their proportion of 
higher-quality roads is declining. If that 
is a reflection of reduced maintenance, 
then long-term road costs could grow.

points from the previous year, which is 
the same decline seen for city and village 
roads. Statewide, roads rated “fair” and 
“poor” or worse followed the city and 
village trends as well.

While the Department of Transpor-
tation keeps the data on road segments 
and total mileage, the roads are actu-
ally rated by local officials. There are 
more than 100,000 miles of local roads 
in Wisconsin and the DOT only audits 
and verifies a relatively small portion 
of them. 

When looking at only streets located 
within cities and villages, there are a 
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