
 Wisconsin residents have long enjoyed quality trans-
portation infrastructure.  In fact, state officials have histori-
cally made a concerted effort to improve and maintain roads 
at higher standards than the nation and many neighboring 
states.  However, stagnant transportation-related taxes 
and fees, combined with state budget problems of the past 
decade, leave some questioning whether a new approach 
to transportation funding is needed.   Increased borrowing 
has filled the revenue/spending gap in recent years, but 
rising debt service payments will result in higher costs 
down the road.  

The 2011-13 state budget sought to address some 
of these concerns through major transportation funding 
changes.  Supporters argue these changes indicate the state is 
serious about addressing its long-term transportation needs;  
others worry the changes came at the expense of education 
and other programs, which were reduced.

TransporTaTion revenues
Transportation projects here are funded through an 

annual transportation budget exceeding $3 billion.  The 
budget includes state taxes and fees (commonly referred 
to as the transportation fund), federal aids, bond revenues, 
and other smaller revenues.    

Taxes and Fees
Taxes and fees are the state’s primary source of money 

for public transportation projects, including highways, 
airports, railroads, mass transit, and harbor improvements.  
Revenues are generated from gas taxes, vehicle registration 
fees, driver’s license fees, and other taxes and charges.  Tax 
and fee revenues exceeded $1.71 billion in 2009-10 (2010*).  

Although transportation-related taxes and fees are 
intended solely for transportation projects, state budget 
problems of the past decade led state lawmakers to transfer 
a portion of these monies to the general fund.  Over the 
past four biennia, about $1.4 billion was used for non-
transportation purposes.    
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Wisconsin transportation spending exceeds $3 billion 
annually.  However, slow growth in transportation-related 
taxes and fees combined with transportation dollars be-
ing used for nontransportation purposes has led to greater 
reliance on borrowing for needed revenues.  Some are 
concerned, however, with rising debt service costs.  
  State transportation-related tax and fee revenues ex-
ceeded $1.7 billion in 2010.    
  Bond revenue is the fastest growing revenue source for 
transportation projects here.  Debt service is the fastest-
growing expenditure.  
	The 2011-13 biennial state budget includes a number of 
transfers to the transportation fund.  Included is an annual 
transfer of 0.25% of general fund taxes.

*Unless otherwise stated, all years are fiscal.  
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Gas Tax Rk.
Vehicle

Tax/Fees Rk.
Gas + 

Vehicle Rk. Tolls Rk.
Gen'l

Funds Rk. Other Rk.
Ill. 28.6% 41 29.1% 18 57.7% 35 22.6% 7 18.3% 7 1.4% 49
Iowa 35.8% 32 38.5% 8 74.3% 23 0.0% 50 4.4% 23 21.3% 18
Mich. 43.5% 22 39.6% 7 83.1% 14 1.8% 22 5.0% 22 10.1% 31
Minn. 43.3% 23 31.8% 17 75.1% 20 0.0% 50 0.0% 50 24.9% 14
Wis. 55.5% 10 34.5% 15 90.0% 7 0.0% 50 4.2% 24 5.8% 41
U.S.

39.1% 24.1% 72.8% 0.1% 3.4% 14.8%
37.7% 27.2% 64.9% 9.5% 9.0% 16.6%

tax rate (32.9¢ per gallon including the 2¢ petroleum clean-
up program fee) is third highest nationally.  If all state-local 
gas taxes and fees are included, the state’s rank drops to 
10th highest.  States with higher taxes on gas than Wisconsin 
are Illinois, Hawaii, New York, California, Washington, 
Michigan, Indiana, Nevada, and Rhode Island. 

Registration Fees.  Vehicle registration fees generated 
$610.2 million for Wisconsin in 2010, though about 28% of 
those revenues were used to make debt service payments.  
Noncommitted registration fee revenues were an estimated 
$439.4 million.
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Wisconsin relies 
on the gas tax 
and registration 
fees more than 
most states.  

State tax and fee collections are generated primarily 
from two sources:  the state’s motor fuel (gas) tax and 
vehicle registration fees.  Combined, the two account for 
over 92% of state transportation revenues (see Figure 2).  

Gas Tax.  The state’s gas tax was established in 1925 at 
a rate of 2¢ per gallon of gasoline or diesel fuel.  Today, the 
tax is 30.9¢ per gallon, generating $971.8 million in 2010.  

Since 1996, gas tax revenues have increased an aver-
age of 2.4% annually.  However, real (inflation-adjusted) 
collections rose an average of just 0.01% per year.  More 
recently, real gas tax collections have declined (see Figure 
1).  Slow growth in gas tax revenues is primarily due to 
reduced fuel consumption and the recent elimination of 
inflation adjustments (indexing).  

Unlike state income and sales taxes, which grow with 
rising incomes and prices, gas tax revenues increase only 
when more gallons are consumed.  With improving auto gas 
mileage, gas tax revenues are often stagnant.  To remedy 
this, state lawmakers in 1984 began indexing the gas tax for 
inflation.  The rate was adjusted each April 1 so tax revenues 
kept pace with inflation.  For example, if the tax rate was 
20¢ per gallon and consumer prices rose 5% during the 
prior year, the gas tax rate would rise 5%, from 20¢ to 21¢.  

The state legislature repealed indexing in 2005. The 
last rate adjustment occurred in 2006, when the gas tax 
was increased from 30.1¢ to 30.9¢.  Had indexing not been 
repealed, the rate would have reached an estimated 33.9¢ 
in 2010, and generated an additional $297.9 million in gas 
tax revenues from 2007 through 2010—7.5% more than 
was actually collected.  Because of the indexing repeal, the 
gas tax rate can increase only through legislative action.  

According to the Wisconsin Department of Transpor-
tation (DOT), all states assess excise taxes on gasoline.  
However, a number also collect additional sales or franchise 
taxes on fuel.  Compared nationally, Wisconsin’s total gas 

From 1996 through 2011, registration fees 
increased an average of 5.9% annually, more 
than twice as fast as gas tax revenues.  Adjusted 
for inflation, they rose 3.4% per year.  

Registration fee revenues rose largely as a 
result of legislative action.  In 1997 and 2003 
automobile registration fees were increased $5 
and $10, respectively.  In 2008, the legislature 
raised the vehicle registration fee from $55 to 
$75, increased heavy truck registration fees, 
and raised title and transfer fees. The effect of 
increased fees on vehicle registration collections 
is shown in Figure 1 (page two). 

When gas taxes and registration fees are 
combined with other transportation-related taxes 
and fees, state transportation revenues were up 
1.2% from 2009 to 2010.  Since 2000, annual 
changes ranged from 5.9% in 2007 to 0.7% in 
2009.  Over the past decade, state revenues rose 
an average of 3.0% annually, while inflation 
averaged 2.4% per year.  The Wisconsin con-
struction cost index, a measure of construction 
cost increases, rose even faster.      

Unique Approach? Wisconsin’s use of gas 
taxes and registration fees for a majority of its 
state transportation revenues is not uncommon.  
What is uncommon, however, is the degree to 
which the state relies on only those two sources.  

The Badger State almost exclusively relied 
on the gas tax and registration fees for its high-
way funding in 2009 (see Table 1).  Gas taxes 
accounted for 55.5% of highway spending here, 
10th highest nationally.  The share of highway 
spending generated from registration fees here 
was also above average, or 15th highest.  When 
combined, only six states—Colorado, North 
Dakota, Idaho, South Carolina, Mississippi, and 

Tennessee—relied more heavily on gas taxes 
and registration fees than Wisconsin, according 
to federal figures.  Nationally, the two sources 
averaged less than 65% of highway revenues, 
compared with 90% here.    

Approaches to highway funding vary by 
state.  For example, neighboring Illinois has 
a much broader revenue base than Wisconsin, 
due primarily to the state’s use of tolls and the 
general fund for nearly 41% of its highway dol-
lars (see Table 1).   

Some transportation finance experts argue 
Wisconsin’s narrow revenue base poses current 
and long-term problems.  For example, the state’s 
reliance on stagnant gas tax and registration 
fee revenues was partly responsible for recent 
increases in borrowing.     

Bonding
Wisconsin has issued long-term debt to 

finance transportation since 1969.  Useful for 
large projects, bonding is the fastest-growing  
source of transportation revenue (see Table 2).  

Revenue Bonds.  The state issues revenue 
bonds for a variety of purposes (e.g., student 
dorms), but over 63% were transportation re-
lated in 2009.  Revenue bonds differ from other 
bonds in that debt is repaid from revenues of the 
project being financed or by designated revenue 
streams.  About 28% of vehicle registration and 
other vehicle-related fees were used to service 
revenue bond debt in 2010. 

From 1990 through 2009, transportation 
revenue bonds increased an average of 9.3% per 
year.  They rose fastest during 2000-04, rising 
an average of 15.4% annually.  More recently 
(2004-09), revenue bond increases have aver-
aged 3.2% per year.  

Figure 2:   
Transportation Fund (state) revenues

Gross Revenues, by Source, Fiscal Year 2010, $1.71 Billion Total

Driver License Fees
2.4%

Other Vehicle Fees
1.6% Other    

3.7%
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35.6%

Fuel Tax
56.7%

Figure 1:   
state revenues Grow slowly

Real (2009) Gas Tax and Reg. Fee Collections, $ Millions

Gas Tax

Note:  FY11 is budgeted amount.

Vehicle Reg. Fees

Table 1:   
How Do states Fund Highways?

% of State Hwy. Revenues, by Source (2009) 

Note:  States that received no revenue from one of the above sources were given a rank of 50, although a number of states may 
have also reported no revenue from that source.  The table does not account for federal or bonding revenues used for highways.

Increased 
registration 
fee collections 
were largely due 
to legislative 
increases.  
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General Obligation Bonds.  Unlike revenue 
bonds, general obligation (GO) bonds are backed 
by the full faith, credit, and taxing power of the 
issuing government.  Governments must levy 
the taxes necessary to cover GO debt.  

The state issues GO bonds for a number of 
transportation-related purposes.  According to 
the Legislative Fiscal Bureau (LFB), the state has 
traditionally issued such bonds to fund freight 
rail and harbor improvement projects.  However, 
they have also been issued to improve highways.   

In 2001-03 and 2003-05, $7.5 million in 
GO bonding was authorized for transportation 
purposes.  In 2005-07, $237.8 million was autho-
rized to partially fund the southeast Wisconsin 
freeway reconstruction project.  A total of $124.9 
million was authorized in 2007-09 and $433.0 
million in 2009-11.

Although debt service on these amounts 
was paid from the state transportation fund, the 
state has also issued GO bonds to partially offset 
transfers made from the transportation fund to 
the general fund (see box, right).  Other than 
during 2003-05, debt service on replacement 
bonds was paid from the general fund.  In other 
words, the bonding was done at no cost to the 
transportation fund.  

Federal Funding
A significant amount of transportation fund-

ing comes from the federal government.   The 
majority of federal monies are received through 

federal highway aids, which totalled $734.1 
million in 2010.  Federal highway aids offer the 
state flexibility because they can be spent on a 
variety of state-local transportation projects.  In 
addition to highway aid, the state also receives 
transit aid ($60.9 million) and safety aid ($11.6 
million).  In 2009 and 2010, the state received 
additional federal transportation funding through 
the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act—
the federal stimulus.  

Federal aid accounted for 22.2% of total 
transportation revenues budgeted for 2011.  That 
percentage varied during 2000-11, ranging from  
24.3% in 2006 to 36.4% in 2009.  According to 
the National Conference of State Legislatures, 
federal dollars account for about 20% of state 
transportation funding nationally.  Yet, there is growing concern over the future 

of federal transportation funding.  The federal 
gas tax fails to cover the cost of federal transpor-
tation aid payments.  Some worry transportation 
aid could be cut as Congress looks to reduce 
spending.  According to a preliminary summary 
of the highway reauthorization bill, Wisconsin 
could face highway aid losses exceeding $240 
million annually.    

Total
Table 2 shows gross transportation revenues 

from 2000 through 2011.  According to DOT, 
total transportation revenues budgeted for 2011 
were $3.5 billion.  Transportation revenues were 
inflated in 2009 and 2010 due to federal stimulus 
funding.  

State funding generally accounted for be-
tween 50% and 60% of transportation funding 
during 2000-11.  However, the state’s share of 
total transportation revenues has declined since 
the early 2000s, partly due to increased bor-
rowing.  Bonding revenue rose from 6.2% of 
transportation revenues in 2000 to nearly 21% 
in 2011.   

spenDinG
 The state transportation budget includes 

three major expenditure categories:  state high-
ways, local transportation programs, and debt 
service.  In the 2011 transportation budget, 
state highway construction and maintenance 
accounted for 54% of spending (see Figure 3).  

Highway programs
The state highway system accounts for about 

10% of public roads in Wisconsin, or nearly 
12,000 miles.  According to DOT, state highways 
handle 60% of the state’s traffic load.  

In 2011, $1.9 billion was budgeted for state 
highways, up from $1.7 billion the prior year.  
Since 2000, state highway spending rose an 
average of 6.4% annually, faster than all other 
major transportation expenditures except debt 
service (see Table 3).

Although major highway projects—those 
with costs exceeding $5 million—are often the 
most visible, they accounted for less than 11% 
of budgeted transportation spending during the 
2009-11 biennium.  In fact, nearly three times 
as much funding was reserved for state highway 
and bridge rehabilitation.  According to a recent 
report on state transportation needs, an estimated 
$9.2 billion will be needed during 2011-20 for 
highway rehabilitation, while $13.9 billion will 
be needed for expansion and capacity improve-
ments.  

Local aids
Over $1 billion was budgeted for local 

transportation needs in 2011.  Funds for local 
programs involve transportation aids ($616.5 
million) and capital assistance ($400.2 million).  
Aids to local governments include funds for lo-
cal road construction and maintenance, bridge 
improvements, capital assistance for airports, rail 
and harbor facilities, flood damage, and transit 
operating assistance.  

General transportation aids, the largest 
form of local aid, are distributed to every town, 
village, city, and county.  The aids are paid to 
local governments to assist them in constructing, 
upgrading, maintaining, and policing local roads.    

Table 2:   
Bonding Fastest-Growing area of Transp. rev’s
Gross Transportation Rev’s, Avg. Ann. Chg. ($ Millions)

Figure 3:   
Where the Money Goes

FY11 Transportation Budget, $3.5 Billion Total

Note:  Figures are based on budgeted amounts.  

The state 
has issued 

GO bonds to 
compensate for 
transportation 
fund transfers.

State dollars 
generally 
account for 
between 50% 
and 60% of 
transportation 
funding.  

Notes:  Fiscal years 2010 and 2011 are budgeted, not actual, amounts.  State 
revenue amounts are gross (before legislative transfers).  Bonding amounts 
include replacement bonds used to compensate for legislative transfers.  

True cosT oF TransFers

State budget problems of the past de-
cade have resulted in state lawmakers trans-
ferring money from the transportation fund 
to balance the general fund state budget.  
Although nearly $1.4 billion was used for 
nontransportation purposes, determining the 
actual amount of revenue the transportation 
fund lost is a bit more complex.  

When money was shifted from the 
transportation fund, lawmakers partially 
compensated for those transfers with gen-
eral obligation bonds.  Moreover, the debt 
service on those bonds (except during 2003-
05) was paid from the general fund, not the 
transportation fund.  

The table below summarizes transfers 
made from the 2003-05 through 2009-11 
biennia and their effect on the transporta-
tion fund.  For example, in 2003-05, $675 
million was transferred, but $565.5 million 
of GO bonding was authorized.  The trans-
portation fund, however, was responsible for 
debt service amounts of $43.9 million.  On 
net, the fund lost about $153 million due to 
the transfer.  

If general fund-supported bonding is 
subtracted from gross transfer amounts, the 
transportation fund lost $367.5 million from 
2003-05 through 2009-11.

Legislative Transfer amounts
Transfers, Bonding, Debt Service

*Debt service includes only amounts paid from transportation fund.  

Table 3:   
Debt service Fastest-Growing expenditure

Transp. Exp., by Major Approp. ($ Millions), Avg. Annual Chg.

FY
State
Hwy.

Local
Aids

Debt
Service Other Total

00 $947.9 $816.1 $90.3 $210.9 $2,065.2
01 992.0 821.8 34.5 292.3 2,140.7
02 1,090.3 820.2 93.3 241.2 2,245.0
03 1,162.2 828.9 105.8 246.3 2,343.2
04 1,065.9 894.4 119.7 524.7 2,604.6
05 1,175.6 842.6 166.3 486.8 2,671.3
06 1,414.8 910.5 188.8 245.4 2,759.4
07 1,283.3 955.7 234.8 258.3 2,732.1
08 1,351.7 963.0 243.9 273.1 2,831.7
09 1,587.0 1,052.3 249.5 285.9 3,174.6
10 1,676.8 1,267.6 282.3 255.4 3,482.2
11 1,870.8 1,016.7 313.7 255.8 3,456.9
Chg. 6.4% 2.0% 12.0% 1.8% 4.8%

FY State Federal Bonding Other Total
00 $1,257.3 $606.1 $128.2 $73.7 $2,065.2
01 1,299.2 640.8 128.4 72.3 2,140.7
02 1,355.8 687.9 135.2 77.8 2,256.5
03 1,422.3 716.3 139.9 77.1 2,355.6
04 1,459.1 820.7 415.7 87.6 2,783.2
05 1,515.8 760.2 442.2 79.8 2,798.0
06 1,564.5 751.5 633.3 148.8 3,098.0
07 1,622.4 853.0 164.0 185.9 2,825.3
08 1,686.1 848.1 285.7 167.1 2,986.9
09 1,755.6 1,270.3 294.4 173.8 3,494.0
10 1,734.8 1,009.8 635.4 187.8 3,567.8
11 1,797.7 778.0 728.1 195.1 3,498.9

3.3% 2.3% 17.1% 9.3% 4.9%
51.4% 22.2% 20.8% 5.6% 100.0%

Avg. Annual Chg.
% of Total (2011)

Notes:  State funds transferred to the general fund are not included in the table.     
Local aids include both transportation aids and capital assistance.  

Loc. Cap. 
Assist.
11.6%

Loc. Trans. 
Aids

17.8%
Debt Serv.

9.1%

Other
7.4%

State Hwy.
54.1%

03-05 05-07 07-09 09-11 Total

Transfers $675.0 $430.8 $162.0 $126.0 $1,393.8

Less Bonds -565.5 -250.0 -50.0 -204.7 -1,070.2

Debt Serv.* 43.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 43.9

Total 153.4 180.8 112.0 -78.7 367.5
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The general 
fund is bearing 
a larger share of 
transportation-
related 
borrowing.

DaTa sources:
Census Bureau; Federal Highway Administration; 
National Association of State Budget Officers; National 
Conference of State Legislatures; Wisconsin Department of 
Administration, Department of Transportation, Legislative 
Fiscal Bureau; Wisconsin Policy Research Institute; 
WISTAX calculations.  

The state budget 
earmarks a 
share of general 
fund taxes for 
transportation.

Debt service is a 
rising share of 
transportation 
fund revenues.

Capital assistance funds are generally dis-
tributed for a specific project or purpose.  Unlike 
general aids, capital assistance funds may not go 
directly to local governments.  

From 2000 through 2011, transportation 
aids increased an average of 2.4% per year, 
while capital assistance funds rose an average 
of 1.4%.  Local transportation assistance rose 
slower (2.0% per year) than all other major 
expenditure categories, except state operations, 
which includes the division of motor vehicles 
and state patrol.  

Debt service  
Although bonding allows the cost of large 

construction projects to be spread over their life,  
rising borrowing costs leave fewer dollars for 
ongoing transportation needs.  

Debt service accounted for 9.1% of budgeted 
2011 transportation spending (see Figure 3).  
That includes debt service paid from both the 
transportation and the state general funds.  In a 
transportation context, however, a more useful 
figure may be the amount of debt service the 
transportation fund is responsible for paying;  
put another way, the amount of money intended 
for transportation-related projects that is being 
used for borrowing.    

In 2001, debt service paid from the trans-
portation fund totalled $94.5 million.  Over the 
following nine years, debt service increased 
an average of 7.7% per year, reaching $184.8 
million in 2010 (see Figure 4).  Because debt 
service increased more than twice as fast as state 
transportation taxes and fees during 2001-10, it 
claimed an increasing share of transportation 
fund revenues.   

As Figure 4 shows, debt service was 7.4% 
of gross transportation fund revenues in 2001 
but rose to a high of 11.3% in 2009.  Although 
2010 shows a slight drop in debt service, LFB 
notes it was partly due to debt restructuring that 
extended the life of the loan and resulted in lower 
payments.  Debt service was estimated to reach 
11.5% of transportation fund revenues in 2010 
without restructuring.  According to early budget 
estimates from LFB, debt service will account 
for 15.2% of transportation fund appropriations 
over the 2011-13 biennium.  

LookinG aHeaD

Funding Gap
Wisconsin has long had quality roads, but 

they come at significant cost.  If it is to build 
and maintain roads at current levels, additional 
revenue will be necessary.  

Highway and debt service spending account 
for more than 63% of transportation expendi-
tures here.  However, in recent years, spending 
increases in the two areas have outpaced state 
and federal revenue growth.  To help pay for 
spending increases, the state has often borrowed 
for needed revenues.  If spending and revenue 
growth continue at its current pace, more bor-
rowing will likely be needed.  

Figure 5 illustrates a hypothetical funding 
shortfall based on recent expenditure and rev-
enue trends.  For example, if future highway 
and debt service spending continues at its 2000 
through 2011 pace, it would nearly double by 
2021.  However, if state and federal revenues 
continue to grow at their same pace, they would 
increase about 34% by 2021, leaving a signifi-
cant gap between revenues and expenditures that 
would require additional revenues, reduced 
spending, or a combination of the two.  As the 
chart shows, the funding shortfall grows larger 
each year.  

This scenario assumes the spending trend 
of the past decade would continue.  However, 
some argue the state is not spending enough to 
adequately maintain its roads.  If future revenue 
estimates are compared against anticipated high-
way needs for the future, as opposed to current 
spending trends, the gaps widens.  A 2006 report 
from the legislature’s Joint Committee on Trans-
portation Needs and Finance detailed an annual 
funding gap of nearly $600 million between 
estimated spending needed for state highways 

and estimated revenues.  More recent estimates 
have the gap approaching $1 billion annually.  

Help on the Way?
The recently enacted 2011-13 state budget 

makes significant changes to transportation 
funding here.  While the changes will result in 
increased transportation dollars, they will also 
earmark general fund revenues.  

Use of “other fund revenues” to support 
transportation programs in the state budget will 
total $335.5 million during 2011-13, according 
to LFB.  These revenues include:
•  a one-time transfer of $125 million from the                 

general fund to the transportation fund;
•  $115.4 million in highway rehabilitation 

bonds;  
•  conversion of the $9 environmental impact 

fee—historically deposited in the environ-
mental fund—to an additional $9 title fee to 
be deposited in the transportation fund;

•  an annual transfer of $19.5 million from the 
petroleum inspection fund to the transporta-
tion fund;  

•  a requirement that an annual transfer of 
0.25% of general fund taxes be made to the 
transportation fund.  The transfer begins in 
2013 and cannot be less than $35.1 million.  

General Fund impacts
Revenues from state income, sales, and 

excise taxes are deposited in the state general 
fund and, among others, are used to fund school 
aids, Medicaid, shared revenues, corrections, 
the university system, and other state programs.  
Beginning in 2013, a portion (0.25%) of annual 
general fund taxes will be permanently devoted 
to transportation, rather than to other general 
fund programs.     

Local 
transportation 

assistance 
has increased 
less than most 
transportation 
programs over 

the past decade.  

Figure 4: 
  Debt service costs rising

Total Debt Service (Bars), Debt Service as % of 
Gross Transp. Fund Rev’s. (Line), $ Millions
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Supporters argue that with the end of gas tax 
indexing and slow growth in other transporta-
tion-related taxes and fees, the state’s transpor-
tation program has long needed a new revenue 
source that will increase over time.  They also 
note that increased transportation funding can 
promote economic development, which in turn 
helps create jobs.  Opponents of earmarking 
argue that recent cuts to education and shared 
revenue are proof that the state general fund is 
fiscally stressed, like the transportation fund.  
They worry the state is repeating the mistake it 
made in the 1990s when it promised two-thirds 
funding of schools but failed to identify an on-
going revenue source.  In subsequent years, tax 
dollars were diverted from other programs to 
maintain the school aid commitment.     

In addition to earmarked GPR taxes, the 
general fund is also bearing a larger share of 
transportation-related borrowing costs.  Ac-
cording to DOT, general fund debt service on 
transportation-related GO bonds rose from 
$90,000 in 2005 to more than $81 million in 
2011.  The general fund has historically provided 
little support to transportation projects, but sup-
port is expected to grow in future years.  

FinaL reFLecTion
Finding sustainable, long-term solutions 

to transportation finance has been studied and 
debated.  While the new state budget includes 
provisions that will increase transportation 
funding, it does so without adopting many of 
the approaches other states use (e.g., tolling and 
sales taxes on gasoline).  This begs the ques-
tion:  Would the state benefit in the long term 
by broadening its transportation revenue base?

Although Wisconsin faces challenges on 
the revenue side, it might have to consider re-
evaluating its spending plans.  Estimates have 
a transportation funding gap between needed 
spending and revenues of nearly $1 billion annu-
ally in future years.  Should future maintenance 
and construction projects be scaled back to bring 
revenues and expenditures more in line?  If not, is 
the public willing to pay more to maintain roads 
and other transportation systems?  

Figure 5:   
Funding Gap Grows over next Decade
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WisTax noTes

 Private Businesses.  Firm creation is an important 
measure of economic recovery.  Although Wisconsin had 
negative firm creation rates in three of the last five years, 
2010 showed some signs of improvement.  Wisconsin had 
149,573 private business establishments in 2010, up 0.2% 
from the prior year (149,306).  From 2005 through 2010, 
the number of private businesses here fell an average of 
0.6% annually.  
 Although the Badger State had a higher creation rate 
than all neighboring states from 2001 through 2005, only 
Michigan had a lower rate than Wisconsin from 2005 though 
2010.  Minnesota’s annual average rate (-0.1%) was also 
negative during this time, while Iowa (0.4%) and Illinois 
(2.3%) were both positive.  

WisTax Focus

 Playing the Cards Dealt.  The state’s 2011-13 state 
budget is now law.  However, one could argue the budget 
debate was over before it began.  “2011-13 state budget:  
Playing the cards dealt” (Focus #9-11) looks at why the 
governor and legislature were left with few options to bal-
ance the 2011-13 state budget.  
 The most difficult card dealt state leaders was a deficit 
projected to exceed $3 billion by mid-2013, an amount 
approaching half of annual state income tax collections.  
To erase that gap, the options were limited:  raise revenues, 
cut spending, or return to temporary “fixes.”  Because of 
campaign promises not to raise taxes or continue budget 
“tricks” of the past decade, legislators were left with few 
options.  A second factor making budget decisions dif-
ficult was a sluggish economic recovery.  Although new 
general fund revenues totalled about $1.5 billion, virtually 
all new tax revenues were needed to pay IOUs from the 
past budget.   

 WISTAX has updated its website (www.wistax.
org) to provide the public with more information than 
ever before.  The site has a new search function that 
provides free access to all Focus newsletters and The 
Wisconsin Taxpayer magazines two years old and 
older.  
 The site also allows people to purchase newer 
publications and annual research studies (School-
Facts, MunicipalFacts, etc.) online with a credit card.  
WISTAX contributors receive free copies of the 
Focus newsletter and The Wisconsin Taxpayer by 
US mail.     
 The new website has a blog that provides updates 
between publications and links to the WISTAX Face-
book page. Website visitors can also join WISTAX and 
make donations.  Tell your neighbors and friends to 
visit www.wistax.org for nonpartisan, factual informa-
tion about state and local government.  

visit the new WisTax Website!


