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In a rather quiet way, city and village finances have
changed significantly over the last 20 years.  Increased state
funding first of prisons, followed by schools, and now health
care for the disadvantaged combined with more recent state
fiscal difficulties has resulted in eroding state aid for mu-
nicipalities and a major slowing in municipal revenue
growth. It has also meant that local taxpayers are funding
an ever-increasing share of municipal spending.

A similar pattern can be found on the expenditure side
of the ledger.  While annual spending growth averaged 4.5%
during 1987-2002, it slowed to 2.3% during 2002-09.
While increases were smaller in nearly all areas, spending
on police, fire, and ambulance services was least affected.

An overview of municipal revenues and spending fol-
lows, with city and village budgets explored during three
periods:  1987-95, 1995-2002, and 2002-09.  The state’s
20 largest cities are then examined in more detail, high-
lighting the variation that exists among municipalities.

REVENUES

Overview
Municipalities collect revenues from a variety of sources,

although property taxes, state shared revenues, and proceeds
from debt and asset sales were more than two-thirds of the
2009 total:

General property taxes were 31.4% of $6.2 billion in
total city/village revenues.  This excludes property taxes
from tax incremental finance (TIF) districts, which
were another 5.4% of the total.
Proceeds from long-term debt, refunding bonds, fund
transfers, and fixed asset sales (“other financing
sources” per the Wisconsin Department of Revenue
[DOR]) were the second-largest revenue source, at
just over 25%.  These amounts fluctuate from year to
year, depending largely on how much new debt cities
and villages assume.  In 2009, nearly two-thirds of
these dollars were from new long-term debt.
State shared revenues were 11.7% of the total and the
only other revenue source that topped 10% of total collec-
tions.

IN BRIEF

From 2002 through 2009, per capita revenues and expen-
ditures for cities and villages rose less than 2.5% per year.
Average increases were well below those for 1987-2002.

Although many factors contributed to slowing revenue
growth, declining shared revenues and property tax limits were
contributing factors.

 Law enforcement and fire/ambulance services were less
affected by smaller spending increases than other areas.

Among the state’s 20 largest cities, six had per capita prop-
erty taxes rise more than 4% per year during 2002-09.  La
Crosse was the only large city with increased shared revenues
during these years.
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Figure 1:  Three Phases of Municipal Revenue Growth
Avg. Annual Growth, Per Capita, 1987-2009

Among other revenues were fees and charges (5.6%
of the total), state highway aids (3.4%), other state
aids (2.5%), federal aids (1.8%), and licenses/permits
(1.5%).

Trends
During the 23 years studied (1987-2009), municipal

finance in Wisconsin passed through three major phases.
During the first phase (1987-95), general revenues, which
include all taxes, fees, and intergovernmental aids, but ex-
clude “other financing sources,” were up an average of
4.4% per year (see Figure 1).  During the second phase
(1995-2002), they slowed to 3.4% average annual growth
(unless otherwise specified, reported growth rates are an-
nual averages of per capita amounts).  During the final
phase, they lagged further, at 1.9% per year.

Total revenues, which are general revenues plus pro-
ceeds from issuing debt and selling assets, rose 4.7% per
year during 1987-95.  A surge in debt and asset sales dur-
ing 1995-2002 kept total revenue growth on par with the
1987-95 period and above general revenue increases.  Since
2002, total revenues have increased an average of 2.2%
per year, roughly in line with general revenues.

Why the Changes?  Slowing general revenues during
1995-2002 were largely the result of reduced state aid growth.
Following the creation of school district revenue limits in 1993,
state lawmakers increased school aids by 13% in 1995, 10%
in 1996, and 32% in 1997, with the latter increase totalling
more than $1 billion.  Also, while corrections spending rose
more than 13% per year from 1987 through 1995, it rose even
faster (15.6%) from 1995 through 2001.

More state dollars heading to schools and prisons meant
fewer for municipalities, with shared revenues affected
most.  Due to declining shared revenues and smaller in-
creases in other state aids to local governments, general
revenue growth slowed.

Municipal finances changed further following 2002.
The state’s fiscal health weakened during these years and

lawmakers reigned in aids to local governments to balance
the state budget.  Shared revenues were cut more than 7%
in 2004.  Then, beginning in 2005, the state limited what
municipalities could raise in property taxes.

State Aid Detail
Major state policy changes, primarily in terms of aids

to local governments, were major factors in slowing mu-
nicipal revenues.  During 1987-95, per capita shared rev-
enues rose an average of 2.3% per year, with larger increases
in both 1991 (6.6%) and 1994 (3.7%).  While increases were
generally moderate during these years, they significantly out-
paced what was to come (see Table 1).

Other aids to municipalities grew faster, but since they
were a smaller share of municipal budgets, their impact on
total revenue changes was limited.  State highway aids grew
4.3% per year, while other state dollars to municipalities
were up 9.4% annually.

By 1995, shared revenues were just over $206 per capita
in Wisconsin’s cities and villages.  However, with more
state dollars going to schools and corrections, they fell for
four consecutive years to $202 in 1999.  They then were
largely unchanged through 2002.  During the seven years
from 1995 through 2002, per capita shared revenues to
cities and villages declined an average of 0.3% per year.
Other state aids to municipalities continued to grow, but at
a slower rate than during 1987-95.

The largest shared revenue cut—more than 7%—came
in 2004. By 2009, per capita shared revenues were 10%
less than in 2002 ($181 vs. $202).  Growth in other aids
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87-95 95-02 02-09 1987 1995 2002 2009

Prop. Taxes 4.6% 5.0% 3.6% 28.3% 28.2% 28.5% 31.4%
Tax Increments 6.9% 7.8% 7.9% 2.6% 3.0% 3.7% 5.4%
Other Taxes 6.4% 4.8% 0.0% 2.4% 2.8% 2.8% 2.9%
   Total Taxes 5.0% 5.2% 4.1% 33.3% 34.1% 35.0% 39.7%

Federal Aids 3.4% 4.4% -0.7% 2.5% 2.3% 2.2% 1.8%

Shared Rev's 2.3% -0.3% -1.5% 25.8% 21.5% 15.1% 11.7%
Other State Aids 6.2% 3.9% 0.0% 7.2% 8.0% 7.6% 6.9%
   Total State 3.3% 1.0% 0.0% 33.0% 29.6% 22.7% 18.6%

Licenses/Permits 7.1% 8.3% 0.5% 1.2% 1.4% 1.7% 1.5%
Fines/Penalties 3.3% 0.4% 1.2% 1.5% 1.3% 1.0% 0.9%
Public Charges 6.4% 5.3% 3.7% 4.3% 4.8% 5.0% 5.6%
Other Gen'l Rev's 5.3% 1.9% 0.0% 9.7% 10.2% 8.3% 6.5%

   General Rev's 4.4% 3.4% 0.0% 85.4% 83.7% 76.0% 74.6%

Other Fin. Srce. 6.1% 10.8% 3.0% 14.6% 16.3% 24.0% 25.4%

   Total Rev's 4.7% 4.8% 2.2% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Avg. Annual Inc. Share of Total Revenues

slowed during these years.  When combined,
per capita state aids to municipalities dropped
nearly 5% from 2002 to 2009.

Property Taxes
Property tax changes were partly related to

what was happening with shared revenues.
During 1987-95, property taxes rose fairly
steadily.   General property taxes climbed 4.6%
per year, while taxes from tax incremental fi-
nance (TIF) districts were up 6.9% annually.

One of the immediate effects of declining
shared revenues after 1995 was that municipalities
appeared to have replaced a portion of lost shared
revenues with property taxes.  During this seven-
year period, general property tax increases aver-
aged 5.0% per year, compared to 4.6% during the
prior eight years.  Municipal property taxes rose
the most in 1997 (6.8%) and 2001 (7.7%).

When combined, the sum of property taxes and
shared revenues rose slower during 1995-2002
(2.9% annually) than during 1987-95 (3.6%).  This
seems to suggest municipalities used property taxes
to replace only a portion of declining shared rev-
enues.

With the 2004 shared revenue cut, one might
have expected municipalities to replace some of
those lost revenues with property taxes, as they did
in the 1990s.  However, general property taxes rose
only 2.8% that year.  In fact, over the seven years
from 2002 through 2009, per capita property taxes
rose an average of 3.6% per year, lower than in
the two previous periods studied.

Part of the slower rate of increase is likely at-
tributable to levy limits that began in 2005.  Under
these limits, cities, villages, towns, and counties were
limited in how much they could increase their lev-
ies. While allowable increases changed from year
to year, the limits appear to have slowed property
tax growth.

TIF Taxes.  Property taxes from TIF districts
also rose faster after 1995 than before.  TIF
taxes are unrelated to other municipal revenues;
rather, they depend on the creation of new dis-
tricts or growth in existing ones.  TIF taxes
grew 7.8% per year in 1995-2002, compared to
6.9% in 1987-95.  While general property tax
increases slowed after 2002, TIF taxes contin-
ued to climb rapidly, rising 7.9% per year.  After
a more than 15% increase in both 2007 and
2008, TIF increments were up 5% in 2009.

Licenses/Permits and Charges
Municipalities collect fees or charges for a

variety of services, including garbage pickup,
fire and ambulance services, and recreation ac-
tivities.  They collect smaller amounts for vari-
ous licenses and municipal permits.

From 1987 through 1995, fees for services
rose 6.4% per year, faster than both general
property taxes and shared revenues.  Collec-
tions from licenses and permits climbed 7.1%
annually.

During 1995-2005, municipal fees contin-
ued to grow rapidly.  Revenues from licenses
and permits were up 8.3% per year, faster than
the 1987-95 average.  Public charges and fees
rose 5.3% per year, down from 6.4% growth
in the preceding period.

As with other revenues, licenses, permits, and
fees grew more slowly after 2002 than before.  Li-
censes and permits rose 0.5% per year during this
time, while public charges were up 3.7% annually.

Increased Local Funding
As documented, the relatively slow growth

in state aids, particularly in recent years, led to
slower growth in total revenues.  But it also
meant local taxpayers were funding a greater
share of municipal budgets.

Figure 2 shows that in 1987, local revenues
(property taxes, licenses, permits, fees, etc.)
were 57.1% of municipal general revenues.
Shared revenues were 25.8%, and total state

Table 1:  Per Capita Municipal Revenues Detailed
All Cities and Villages, Annual Increases and Revenue Shares, 1987-2009

Declining
shared revenues
were replaced in
part with higher
property taxes
during 1995-
2002.
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In general, law
enforcement

was affected less
by the reduced

spending growth
during 2002-09.

aids were 33.0% of the total.  By 1995, local
dollars had topped 60% of municipal revenues.

With cuts to shared revenues and slower
growth in other state aid, the local share of mu-
nicipal revenues grew to 64.4% in 2002 and to
nearly 70% in 2009.  By 2009, shared revenues
were only 11.7% of municipal revenues; total
state aids were less than 19%.

SPENDING
As expected, municipal spending trends

closely tracked revenues.  Increases in operat-
ing and capital spending slowed during 1995-
2002 compared to prior years, and slowed further
during 2002-09 (see Figure 3).  Growth in total
spending—which includes transfers to proprietary
funds and some other miscellaneous expenditures—
was higher during 1995-2002 compared to the prior
seven years, but slowed significantly during 2002-
09.

Despite the slow growth in overall spending
during 2002-09, public safety spending contin-
ued to grow at rates similar to the 1995-2002
period, and debt service became the top spend-
ing category.

Since 1987,
there has been a

significant
increase in local

funding of
municipal

services.
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Figure 3:  Municipal Spending Growth Slows
Avg. Annual Growth Rates, Per Capita, 1987-2009

Debt Service
As of 2009, debt service was the largest

municipal expenditure, at $274 per capita and
18.0% of the total (see Table 2).  Payments for
principal and interest on borrowing surged dur-
ing 1995-2002—climbing 7.0% per year—and
then rose an average of 4.5% per year during
2002-09.

One likely factor behind the rise in debt ser-
vice was expanded use of TIF districts.  As men-
tioned, TIF revenues have risen nearly 8% per
year since 1995.  Often, municipalities borrow
to fund TIF expenditures and use tax revenues
from the district’s increased value to repay the
debt.

The movement of debt service to the top of
the expenditure list is a relatively new phenom-
enon.  Law enforcement held the top spot as re-
cently as 2002.

Law Enforcement
Spending on police was the second-largest

municipal expenditure in 2009, averaging $258 per
capita.  From 1999 to 2009, law enforcement’s share
of municipal spending rose from 15.9% to 16.9%.

As with general revenues and expenditures,
municipal spending on law enforcement rose fast-
est from 1987-95, climbing an average of 5.5% per
year.  During these years, annual increases gener-
ally were between 3% and 6%, though it was
12.0% in 1995.

As a share of spending, law enforcement
remained fairly constant at about 16% during
these years.  The unusually large increase in
1995 raised law enforcement to 17.4% of mu-
nicipal spending in that year.

Average spending growth slowed to 3.3%
per year during 1995-2002.  Law enforcement
spending fell 1.2% in 1996 (following the large
1995 increase), and was up only 0.6% in 2002;
it climbed between 3% and 8% in the interven-
ing years.  Law enforcement usually claimed
between 15.5% and 16.0% of total expenditures
during these years.

Despite a significant slowdown in overall
municipal spending during 2002-09, law enforce-
ment continued to grow at rates similar to those
in the prior seven years.  With law enforcement
spending rising faster than other categories, its
share of municipal totals rose to 16.9% by 2009.

Fire and Ambulance
Municipalities also spent a significant per-

centage of their revenues on fire protection and

Figure 2:  Local Funding Rises
Local Rev’s % of General Rev’s, Cities and Villages,

1987-2009
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2009

Per Cap. 87-95 95-02 02-09 1987 1995 2002 2009

Gen'l Gov't $132 4.2% 4.8% 1.2% 9.4% 9.3% 9.3% 8.6%
Law Enf. 258 5.5% 3.3% 3.3% 15.9% 17.4% 15.8% 16.9%
Fire/Ambulance 163 4.3% 3.5% 3.4% 10.8% 10.8% 9.9% 10.7%
Other Pub. Safety 21 5.2% 5.2% -0.5% 1.5% 1.6% 1.7% 1.4%
Transportation 246 4.3% 3.2% 1.9% 18.4% 18.3% 16.5% 16.1%
Sanitation 68 3.9% -0.1% -1.0% 8.0% 7.8% 5.6% 4.4%
Health/Human Serv. 22 5.6% 2.2% -0.1% 1.8% 2.0% 1.7% 1.4%
Culture/Education 61 5.6% 5.5% 1.4% 3.6% 4.0% 4.2% 4.0%
Parks/Recreation 60 5.8% 4.7% 0.7% 3.9% 4.4% 4.4% 4.0%
Conservation/Develop. 92 6.4% 3.8% 2.8% 5.3% 6.2% 5.8% 6.0%
All Other Exp. 2 0.3% 0.7% -4.4% 0.4% 0.3% 0.2% 0.2%

   Total Oper/Capital 1,124 4.7% 3.5% 2.0% 79.1% 81.4% 75.0% 73.7%

Debt Service 274 3.8% 7.0% 4.5% 13.8% 13.3% 15.4% 18.0%

   Oper./Capital/Debt Serv. 1,399 4.6% 4.1% 2.5% 92.9% 94.7% 90.4% 91.6%

Other Fin. Uses 128 0.7% 13.8% 0.3% 7.1% 5.3% 9.6% 8.4%

   Total Expenditures 1,526 4.3% 4.8% 2.3% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Avg. Annual Inc. Share of Expenditures

ambulance services.  In 2009, cities and villages
spent $163 per person, or 10.7% of the total, in
these two areas.

Spending patterns for fire and ambulance
tended to mimic those for police.  After rising 4.3%
per year during 1987-95, the rate of increase slowed
to about 3.5% annually in subsequent years.  Simi-
lar to policing, fire and ambulance spending had
average annual increases of 3.4% during 2002-
09, despite a slowing in overall expenditures.  Fire
and ambulance spending as a share of the total
was generally unchanged from 1987 (10.8%)
to 2009 (10.7%).

While most public safety spending contin-
ued to increase during 2002-09 at rates similar
to the prior period, other spending areas slowed.

Transportation
After debt service and law enforcement, the

third-largest category of municipal expenditures
is transportation, primarily road construction and
maintenance, but also including street lighting,
sidewalks, storm sewers, and parking facilities.
In 2009, cities and villages spent $246 per capita
(16.1% of expenditures) on transportation.

As a share of total municipal spending, trans-
portation has generally declined.  In 1987, it ac-
counted for more than 18% of dollars spent,
but fell to 16.5% in 2002 and 16.1% in 2009.

During two of the three periods studied, trans-
portation spending grew less than overall spend-
ing.  During 1987-95, both were up 4.3% per

Table 2:  Municipal Spending Per Capita, Increases, and Expenditure Shares
Cities and Villages, 1987-2009

year.  However, during the subsequent two peri-
ods, transportation spending was up 3.2% per year
and 1.9% per year, respectively, while total spending
climbed 4.8% during 1995-2002 and 2.3% in
2002-09.

During 1995-2002, slower growth in trans-
portation spending was due primarily to smaller
increases in road maintenance (2.5% per year).
Since 2002, increases in road maintenance have
remained modest (2.9% annually), but road con-
struction has slowed (2.3% per year compared
to 4.8% annually during 1995-2002).

General Government
The only other area where cities and villages

spent more than $100 per capita was general gov-
ernment, which includes spending on adminis-
tration (mayor, city council, clerk, treasurer,
etc.), elections, legal counsel, and buildings.

Slowing revenues during 2002-09 signifi-
cantly affected general government spending.
During 1987-95, spending rose 4.2% per year.
It was up  4.8% per year over the next seven
years.  However, since 2002, increases aver-
aged a modest 1.2% annually.  In fact, general
government spending declined in three of the
seven years (-1.9% in 2005, -1.1% in 2008,
and -2.0% in 2009).

Other Spending
Combined, the five spending categories al-

ready discussed accounted for more than 70%
of municipal spending.  During 2002-09, they

In 2009, debt
service was the
largest
municipal
expenditure,
accounting for
18% of the total.

Slowing growth
first in road
maintenance
and then in road
construction
highlights
transportation
spending since
1995.
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Prop. 
Tax

Shared 
Rev.

Tot. 
Rev.

Prop. 
Tax

Shared 
Rev.

Tot. 
Rev.

All Cities/Vill. $488 $181 $1,553 3.6% -1.5% 2.2%
Milwaukee 376 408 2,186 3.4% -0.3% 3.9%
Madison          725 64 1,810 4.1% -2.3% 4.7%
Green Bay        479 200 1,407 3.8% -0.7% 0.2%
Kenosha          555 168 1,320 3.1% -1.7% 1.7%
Racine           572 369 1,546 4.9% 0.0% 0.9%
Appleton 471 181 1,246 3.0% -1.0% 0.7%
Waukesha         687 60 1,246 4.6% -0.5% 2.5%
Eau Claire 466 132 1,372 4.9% -1.6% 2.2%
Oshkosh          423 187 1,293 4.0% -1.0% 3.0%
Janesville       433 95 1,425 3.3% -2.2% 2.8%
West Allis       587 171 1,505 3.9% -0.8% 0.0%
La Crosse        655 250 3,232 5.9% 0.6% 9.9%
Sheboygan        420 255 1,137 2.6% -0.3% -1.1%
Wauwatosa        776 42 1,715 3.8% -3.8% 2.6%
Fond du Lac      424 164 1,251 2.5% -1.3% -0.2%
Wausau           504 144 1,651 3.6% -1.6% 3.9%
Brookfield       866 21 1,400 3.4% -8.1% -0.8%
New Berlin       598 22 991 3.9% -3.8% -1.5%
Beloit           318 467 1,897 3.6% -0.6% 2.3%
Greenfield       554 47 911 2.2% -5.1% 0.1%

2009 Per Capita 2002-09 Avg. Ann. Ch.

Per capita
property tax

growth averaged
4% or more per

year in six of the
20 largest cities.

rose an average of 3.0% per year.  By contrast,
the remaining 30% of spending was little
changed, increasing an average of 0.7% per year.

Conservation and Development.  Among these
remaining categories, the one least affected by
slowing revenues was conservation and develop-
ment.  Municipalities spent $92 per capita on ur-
ban and economic development, and public housing
in 2009.  After rising 6.4% per year during 1987-
95, spending increases fell to 3.8% per year dur-
ing 1995-2002 and 2.8% during 2002-09.  While
spending growth slowed in the latter period, other
areas slowed more and even declined.

Sanitation.  Municipal spending on garbage
pickup, solid waste disposal, recycling, and to a
lesser degree, sewers averaged $68 per person
in 2009.  Municipalities spent less on sanitation in
2009 than in 2002 ($73 per capita).  However, the
drop was almost exclusively due to declines in re-
ported sewage service expenditures in 2003 and
2004.

Part of the drop is due to municipalities shifting
the reporting of sewage expenditures from the gen-
eral fund to proprietary funds.  The figures re-
ported here do not include proprietary fund
spending.

Parks and Recreation.  Another area sig-
nificantly affected by recent revenue slowdowns

Table 3:  Per Capita Revenues and Changes
20 Largest Cities and Villages, 2002-09

is parks and recreation.  In 2009, municipalities
spent $60 per resident on parks, zoos, swim-
ming, summer baseball and softball, etc.  Spend-
ing on these programs grew 5.8% per year from
1987-95 and 4.7% from 1995-2002.  Since
2002, spending increases for parks and recre-
ation averaged just 0.7% per year.  As a share of
total spending, parks and recreation in 2009
(4.0%) was similar to its 1987 share (3.9%).

BY MUNICIPALITY
While growth in overall municipal revenues and

spending has slowed since 2002, there was wide
variation among the state’s 20 largest cities.

Revenues
During 2002-09, cities and villages statewide

had total revenues grow an average of 2.2% per
year and property taxes climb 3.6% annually.  Table
3 shows fairly wide variation among large cities.

Total Revenues.  Average changes in per
capita total revenues ranged from a 9.9% annual
increase in La Crosse to a decline of 1.5% per year
in New Berlin.  Nine cities had revenues grow
above average, while 10 were below.  Eau Claire’s
total revenues increased at the same rate as the
average municipality.

After La Crosse, cities with the fastest-grow-
ing revenues were Madison (4.7% per year),
Milwaukee (3.9%), and Wausau (3.9%).  In ad-
dition to New Berlin, Sheboygan (-1.1%) and
Fond du Lac (-0.2%) saw revenues fall.

La Crosse’s above-average revenue growth
was partly due to atypical circumstances.  In 2009,
the city collected an additional $21 million in fed-
eral and state aids, particularly for transportation.
The city also had $21 million in bond proceeds in
2009, compared to none in 2002.  Without these
additional dollars, average annual increases would
have been under 5.5% per year, rather than 9.9%.

Property Taxes.  Statewide, municipal prop-
erty taxes per capita increased 3.6% per year.
Among the 20 largest cities, property taxes rose
fastest in La Crosse (5.9% per year), Racine
(4.9%), Eau Claire (4.9%), Waukesha (4.6%), and
Madison (4.1%).  Cities with the least growth were
Greenfield (2.2%), Fond du Lac (2.5%), Sheboygan
(2.6%), and Kenosha (3.1%).

Shared Revenues.  Shared revenues declined
in all 20 large cities except La Crosse (0.6%
average increase) and Racine, where they were
essentially unchanged.  The smallest declines
were in Milwaukee (-0.3%), Sheboygan (-
0.3%), Waukesha (-0.5%), and Beloit (-0.6%).
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Gen. 
Govt.

Law 
Enf.

Fire/
Amb.

Debt 
Serv.

Total 
Exp.

Gen. 
Govt.

Law 
Enf.

Fire/ 
Amb.

Debt 
Serv.

Total 
Exp.

All Cities/Vill. $118 $245 $148 $274 $1,295 1.4% 3.3% 3.2% 4.5% 2.5%
Milwaukee 209 414 188 415 2,005 0.3% 4.8% 4.7% 11.0% 4.2%
Madison          95 263 177 180 1,569 4.0% 4.4% 4.8% 5.8% 4.8%
Green Bay       61 223 187 180 1,160 1.7% 2.3% 1.1% 6.2% 1.4%
Kenosha          66 261 216 279 1,180 3.2% 4.5% 3.2% 3.6% 3.5%
Racine           74 368 235 150 1,335 -1.5% 3.4% 2.4% -5.4% 0.2%
Appleton 96 208 137 127 1,051 0.6% 2.7% 3.1% -2.5% 0.5%
Waukesha        80 208 168 197 1,110 1.0% 2.5% 3.5% 5.8% 4.8%
Eau Claire 85 195 153 119 1,139 0.8% 3.3% 3.6% -5.5% 1.2%
Oshkosh          86 172 170 115 1,039 3.3% 2.9% 3.1% 1.9% 3.2%
Janesville       67 197 164 219 1,214 3.8% 3.3% 4.5% 0.2% 2.1%
West Allis       112 324 219 239 1,268 2.8% 4.3% 2.5% 8.0% 0.1%
La Crosse        116 234 210 283 2,241 2.3% 3.3% 3.8% 5.3% 5.6%
Sheboygan       118 222 169 181 1,081 5.5% 2.7% 5.1% 2.2% 0.6%
Wauwatosa      112 312 292 141 1,253 1.4% 3.0% 1.9% -1.3% 1.1%
Fond du Lac    55 197 192 127 1,018 -2.4% 2.4% 5.0% -5.9% -0.5%
Wausau           79 206 159 342 1,503 -0.1% 4.5% 1.6% 14.5% 4.4%
Brookfield       103 220 209 206 1,142 2.3% 3.3% 4.0% 4.9% 3.1%
New Berlin      128 260 97 132 866 0.8% 2.2% 9.5% -3.5% 0.4%
Beloit           135 303 191 343 1,506 4.7% 3.2% 2.6% 8.9% 3.1%
Greenfield       84 220 178 63 787 2.4% 3.5% 3.6% -7.7% -0.5%

2009 Per Capita 2002-09 Avg. Ann. Ch.

DATA SOURCES:

Wisconsin Department of Revenue; WISTAX
calculations.

Per capita shared revenues fell the
most in Brookfield (-8.1% per
year), Greenfield (-5.1%),
Wauwatosa (-3.8%), and New
Berlin (-3.8%).

Spending
Due to major differences in size

and demographics, the state’s larg-
est cities varied in their spending pri-
orities and in spending growth.
Total per capita spending ranged
from $1,062 in New Berlin to more
than $3,000 in La Crosse.  How-
ever, those figures include capital
expenditures.  While municipalities
have many ongoing capital outlays,
a large “one-time” outlay in 2002
or 2009 could skew spending fig-
ures.  Figures in Table 4 account
for that by removing all capital
transactions.

Excluding capital outlays, cit-
ies that spent the most in 2009 were
La Crosse ($2,241), Milwaukee
($2,005), Madison ($1,569), Beloit
(1,506), and Wausau ($1,503).  Two cities—
New Berlin and Greenfield—spent less than
$1,000 per resident.

For all cities and villages, per capita spend-
ing rose an average of 2.5% per year from 2002
through 2009.  Among major cities, the largest
increases were in La Crosse (5.6% per year),
Madison (4.8%), Waukesha (4.8%), Wausau
(4.4%), and Milwaukee (4.2%).  Noncapital
spending declined in Fond du Lac and Greenfield.

Law Enforcement.  The table also illustrates
varying spending priorities.  Milwaukee ($414),
Racine ($368), Wauwatosa ($312), and Beloit ($303)
spent the most per capita on law enforcement.  Eau
Claire, Oshkosh, Janesville, and Fond du Lac were
the only cities that spent less than $200.

Average annual spending increases on law
enforcement ranged from 2.2% in New Berlin
to 4.8% in Milwaukee.  Average increases ex-
ceeded 4% per year in Milwaukee, Madison,
Kenosha, West Allis, and Wausau.

In nearly all large cities, law enforcement
spending grew faster than overall spending.  The
exceptions were La Crosse, Madison, Oshkosh,
and Waukesha.

Fire/Ambulance Services.  Per capita spend-
ing on fire protection and ambulance service

Table 4:  Per Capita Spending and Changes
20 Largest Cities and Villages, Capital Exp. Excluded, 2002-09

ranged from $97 in New Berlin to $292 in
Wauwatosa.  In addition to Wauwatosa, cities
spending more than $200 per resident included
Kenosha, Racine, West Allis, La Crosse, and
Brookfield.

Average changes in fire/ambulance spend-
ing varied from less than 2% per year in Green
Bay and Wauwatosa to 9.5% per year in New
Berlin.  Despite rapid growth, New Berlin con-
tinued to spend less than the other 19 cities on
fire and ambulance services.

Fire/ambulance services rose less than total
spending in eight of the 20 cities.  Among those
eight were the four cities in which law enforce-
ment rose less than the total.

Debt Service.  Debt service was the most
variable spending category.  Per capita amounts
ranged from $63 in Greenfield to $415 in Milwau-
kee.  Eight of the 20 cities spent more than $200
per capita on debt service, while Greenfield was
the only city under $100.

Seven of the 20 cities had debt service de-
cline between 2002 and 2009, while Wausau and
Milwaukee saw average annual increases above
10%.   

In nearly all
large cities, law
enforcement
spending grew
faster than
overall
spending.
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The Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance, founded in 1932, is the state’s oldest and most respected private government-research organization.  Through its publications, civic
lectures, and school talks, WISTAX aims to improve Wisconsin government through citizen education.  Nonprofit, nonpartisan, and independently funded, WISTAX is not
affiliated with any group—national, state, or local—and receives no government support.

Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance
401 North Lawn Avenue • Madison, WI  53704-5033
608.241.9789  •  www.wistax.org

WISTAX NOTES

Property Tax Appeals.   A recent state supreme court
ruling overturned a 2008 law allowing municipalities to
restrict the level of court review to which property own-
ers are entitled when appealing property assessments.  Prior
to 2008, taxpayers could opt for either a “certiori” review,
in which only the record of the board of review was ex-
amined, or a “de novo” review, in which the court com-
piled its own evidence.  The 2008 law allowed municipalities
to opt out of the latter, subject to an expanded board of
review.  The court ruled that the new law treated some
property owners differently than others and that there was
no rational basis for the different treatment.

Tax Collections Fall.   State tax collections here de-
clined in fiscal year 2010, but the drop was less than in
most states.  Individual income tax collections nationally
were down 6.7% from the prior year, while collections
here fell 3.0%, according to Census figures.  Due in part
to tax increases, Wisconsin’s drop in income tax collec-
tions was seventh smallest nationally.  Change in income
tax collections ranged from 2.9% in California to -20.2%
in Louisiana.

WISTAX FOCUS

Budget Prelude.  Estimates of Wisconsin’s 2011-13
budget deficit go as high as $3.6. billion.  In “Budget pre-
lude (I):  Finally painted into a corner?” (Focus #2-11),
WISTAX shows how spending acceleration during the
1990s led to current large structural imbalances.  Over
the last 10 years, lawmakers have used fund transfers,
borrowing schemes, accounting tricks, and stimulus dol-
lars to temporarily fix budget deficits.  And during 2007-
11, lawmakers approved about $3.75 billion in tax and fee
hikes.

Budget Background.  The pending 2011-13 state bud-
get is a complex document that affects all residents.  Over
the past several years, WISTAX has published various
reports that provide citizens with critical background
information on many aspects of the budget, including
corrections, school finance, medicaid, tax and spend-
ing ranks, and public sector debt.  In keeping with the
WISTAX mission to teach and inform, these publica-
tions are now available in a “State Budget Background”
section of the WISTAX website (www.wistax.org).   

The Wisconsin economy is the driving force behind the state’s fiscal health and competitive
position. As with any successful venture, it is important to monitor its performance carefully.
That’s why, for the 13th consecutive year, WISTAX has partnered with Competitive Wisconsin,
Inc., to provide the state’s only annual report card on the state of Wisconsin’s economy.  The
report fulfills a past gubernatorial commission’s charge to identify the state’s current condition,
providing information relevant to short- and long-term planning efforts.

The latest edition of Measuring Success: Benchmarks for a Competitive Wisconsin provides a
snapshot of the state in recession. That said, some of the 34 benchmarks improved.  To obtain a copy of
this one-of-a-kind project, contact WISTAX today.  Benchmarks is only $3 plus tax, and quantity
discounts are available.  To order, call WISTAX at 608-241-9789, email wistax@wistax.org, or
visit our website at www.wistax.org.

WISCONSIN’S ANNUAL REPORT CARD NOW AVAILABLE


