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When it comes to taxes at the 
local level, Wisconsin dif-

fers from many states.  It gives lo-
cal governments few, if any, major 
alternatives to the property tax.  

Cities and villages may levy 
a room tax, but it generates only 
modest revenues and their use is 
restricted by state law.  Another lo-
cal tax, the wheel tax, is used only 
in two counties (Milwaukee and St. 
Croix), and by the cities of Beloit, 
Janesville, and Mayville.

For counties in 2011, about 
one-third of a typical budget was 
funded with a combination of state 
aids (29%) or federal dollars (3%).  
Counties also generated some in-
come from fees and charges.   How-
ever, the largest revenue source was 

the property tax, which accounted 
for about 38% of total revenues.   

 Without other options, that 
leaves the county sales tax as the 
only other widely used local tax.    It 
is currently used by 62 of the state’s 
72 counties.   

Rapidly growing sales tax rev-
enues during the 1980s and 1990s 
buoyed budgets in counties with the 
tax and acted as an incentive for oth-
ers to adopt it.  But in recent years, 
collections have grown more slowly 
and become somewhat more vola-
tile.  As the first county sales taxes 
approach their 30th year, it is worth 
asking how the tax has performed. 
Has it relieved property taxes?  Has it 
markedly diversified a county’s rev-
enue portfolio?  Or, has in increased 

county vulnerability to the vagaries 
of the economy?

HISTORY AND ADOPTION
In historical terms, the county 

sales tax is relatively new.  State 
law has allowed counties to impose 
it since 1969.  However, the origi-
nal legislation required collections 
to be distributed to underlying 
municipalities.  Authorizing a tax 
whose revenues would be used by 
others was not popular with county 
boards, so no county adopted the 
tax until 1985.

This year, 62 of the state’s 72 counties will impose the optional 0.5% sales tax.  However, slow growth in state-
wide sales tax collections since 2000 raises issues about their reliability.  During 2000-12, collections in 17 
counties rose less than 20%, and they declined in two.  In Burnett, Marquette, Price, Rusk, and Shawano coun-
ties, collections were the most variable, rising in six years and declining in six. 
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That year, state law changed in several ways.  
Counties were allowed to keep sales tax revenues, 
though the option to share them with other local 
governments remained.  However, they were also 
required to use sale tax revenues to directly reduce 
the property tax.  These changes made the tax more 
attractive to counties and led to rapid adoption in the 
subsequent six years.

Increasing Use
Barron and Dunn, the first counties with a sales 

tax, approved ordinances in 1985 and began collecting 
the tax in April 1986.  Following their lead, another 
38 counties—including Milwaukee, the state’s most 
populous—approved the tax during 1986-91 (see 
Figure 1).  The latter year was the first in which over 
half of the state’s population lived in a county with 
the optional sales tax.

The pace of adoption slowed after 1991.  From 
1992 through 2000, 13 counties approved local sales 
taxes, bringing to nearly two-thirds the percentage of 
state residents directly affected by a county sales tax.  
Since 2000, nine more counties added a local sales 
tax, the last two being Clark (2009) and Fond du Lac 
(2010).  In 2012, 75% of all Wisconsinites lived in a 
county with a local sales tax.

But Not Everywhere
Most of the 10 counties without this optional tax 

are in east-central Wisconsin near lakes Winnebago or 
Michigan: Brown, Calumet, Kewaunee, Manitowoc, 
Outagamie, Sheboygan, and Winnebago counties.  
Others without the tax are Racine and Waukesha in 
southeastern Wisconsin, and Menominee County.

With a 0.5% stadium tax to help fund improve-
ments at the Green Bay Packers’ Lambeau Field, 
Brown County is unique.  As long as the stadium tax is 
in place, state law forbids the county from adopting a 
separate county sales tax.  The stadium tax is expected 
to expire in early 2016, and discussion has already 
begun over whether or not to add a 0.5% county sales 
tax there.

Basic Questions
With many counties now having experience with 

the 0.5% sales tax over a number of years, at least two 
fundamental questions can now be asked.  First, has 
the tax delivered on it statutory promise of property 
tax relief?  And second, has the sales tax proved to 
be a reliable source of income as the property tax has 
long been?  WISTAX explored property tax relief in a 
2002 study.  Rather than repeat the analysis, the find-
ings are summarized in the gray box on page seven.  
The second question is analyzed below.

RELIABILITY
County exposure to variations in sales tax collec-

tions has two components: economic conditions and 
county reliance on the tax. 
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Figure 1: Rapid Sales Tax Adoption Early
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Sales tax collections tend to fluctuate with the 
economy.  When the economy is growing, more people 
are employed and incomes are generally rising.  Con-
sumers often spend more, and sales tax collections rise.  
Conversely, when the economy is growing slowing or 
declining, consumer spending and sales tax collections 
stagnate or decline.

In addition to state and national economic condi-
tions, the local economy also plays a role in sales tax 
variations.  For example, in “tourist counties,” sales 
tax collections can vary due to weather, gas prices, 
or other factors that affect travel.

County demography can also play a role.  Those 
at or near retirement spend less on taxable goods and 
services than do 30-to-55 year olds.  Counties losing 
younger people are vulnerable to long-term attrition 
of sales tax revenues.

County fiscal vulnerability can also depend on its 
reliance on the sales tax.  Counties that use the tax to 
fund relatively more spending are more vulnerable to 
sales tax variations than those using it less.

The Economy and Sales Tax Variability
Of particular concern to counties has been the 

significant slowdown in sales tax collections after 
2000.  The vast majority of counties adopted the tax 
between 1985 and 2000 when sales tax revenues were 
growing rapidly.  When adopting the tax, county offi-
cials might have expected future collections to mirror 
past experience.  However, a history of state sales tax 
collections shows otherwise.

1985-2000:  Rapid Growth.  In the 15 years from 
1985 through 2000, state sales tax collections grew 
rapidly.  During 1985-90, a period when 28 counties 
approved the tax, state collections rose an average of 
6.4% per year, 6.0% when accounting for population 
growth (see Figure 2).  Over the next ten years, an-
nual sales tax growth averaged a strong 5.8% (5.0% 
per capita).  A robust state economy and changing 
population trends were two major factors.  

One indicator of Wisconsin’s economic strength 
during these years was growth in per capita personal 
income (PCPI), which climbed an average of 5.2% 
per year during 1985-2000. National growth averaged 
less, 5.0% per year.  

Moreover, “baby boomers” were in their prime 
earning- and spending-years during this time.  “Early” 
boomers, born between 1945 and 1955, were 30 to 
55 years of age.  “Later” boomers were generally 40 

Adoption and Administration
To adopt a sales tax, a county must enact an implement-

ing ordinance that refers to the statutory authority (s. 77.70, 
Wisconsin Statutes) and states the purpose of the tax.  State 
law requires revenues be used only to directly reduce the 
property tax, though a 1998 attorney general’s opinion inter-
preted that to include defraying the cost of anything funded 
with property taxes.

Tax collections begin at the start of any calendar quarter, 
provided the state Department of Revenue (DOR) receives a 
copy of the implementing ordinance at least 120 days prior.  
The ordinance can be repealed effective the end of a year, 
provided DOR receives a copy of the repeal ordinance at least 
60 days in advance.  Several county ordinances have included 
sunset provisions, though no county has repealed its tax.

Administration.  The county sales tax is “piggybacked” 
on the 5% state sales tax and applies to the same goods and 
services.  For the sale of tangible personal property, whether 
or not the sales tax applies is determined by where the seller 
transfers possession to the buyer.  For example, if a sofa is 
purchased in a county with the tax and the buyer takes it 
home from the store, the tax applies.  However, if the buyer 
lives in a county without the tax and the sofa is delivered to 
the buyer’s home, the county tax is not charged.

For motor vehicles and other items that must be regis-
tered with the state, the registration locale determines if a tax 
is paid.  For example, if a new car is purchased by someone 
who lives in a sales tax county, use tax is charged even if it 
was purchased in a county with no local sales tax.

The state administers the county sales tax.  It keeps 
1.75% of revenues to cover administration and enforcement 
costs, and remits the remainder to counties each month.

-8%

-4%

0%

4%

8%

86 88 90 92 94 96 98 00 02 04 06 08 10 12

Avg. = 6.0% 

1.7%              

5.0% 

0.9%              

Figure 2: Growth in Sales Tax Collections Slows
% Change in Per Capita State Sales Tax Collections, 1986-2013 



Page 4                The Wisconsin Taxpayer

The 2007-09 downturn was more severe:  Per 
capita collections fell 4.8% in 2009 and another 3.6% 
in 2010.  But collection growth was weak even prior 
to the last recession.  During 2005-08, per capita in-
creases averaged less than 3% per year, and less than 
1.5% in both 2006 and 2007.

The rise of Internet sales played a role.  During 
2004-12, national online sales as a percentage of all 
retail sales more than doubled, from about 2% to 
5%.  Retailers with a physical presence in Wisconsin 
(e.g., Best Buy, Walmart, Shopko, etc.) collect sales 
taxes on online purchases; those without a presence 
do not.  Amazon, the nation’s largest online retailer, 

to 50 during the late 1990s.  Their spending helped 
drive retail sales tax collections.

Post-2000:  A Major Slowdown.  By 2000, 53 
counties had approved the tax and benefited to some 
degree from its rapid growth.  After 2000, however, 
state sales tax collections slowed.  During 2000-04, 
growth in per capita collections averaged 1.7% per 
year; during 2004-13, 0.9% (see Figure 2).

Two recessions since 2000 were major factors in 
slowing state sales tax collections.  While per capita 
collections never declined during the 2001 recession, 
they increased less than 2% in both 2001 and 2002, 
and were up only 0.2% in 2003.  

Table 1: Selected Sales Tax Data for Counties with Tax
Collections (2012) and % of General Revenues (2011) 

County
Tax
Started Total

2000-12
% Chg. Rk.

2008-09
% Chg. Rk.

Per
Capita Rk. Pct. Rk.

Adams 1994 $1,275,582 57.3% 1 -2.9% 8 $61.33 33 3.4% 60
Ashland 1988 1,120,565 17.8% 37 -5.5% 23 69.76 17 5.7% 33
Barron 1986 3,571,588 26.0% 26 -6.4% 28 77.76 10 8.9% 11
Bayfield 1991 934,949 38.2% 9 -5.4% 21 62.11 31 3.9% 54
Buffalo 1987 605,421 26.1% 25 -8.3% 41 44.36 59 4.5% 47
Burnett 1989 852,990 27.3% 23 -8.7% 44 55.18 44 4.6% 45
Chippewa 1991 4,373,366 35.4% 11 -6.0% 27 69.67 19 9.3% 10
Clark 2009 1,532,795 na% na na% na 44.17 60 4.2% 51
Columbia 1989 3,755,221 30.8% 14 -7.4% 33 66.07 23 7.5% 19
Crawford 1991 1,304,938 15.1% 41 -3.2% 10 78.43 9 7.2% 22
Dane 1991 44,380,103 30.0% 18 -8.0% 38 90.29 4 10.1% 6
Dodge 1994 5,076,266 26.9% 24 -10.6% 53 57.23 38 5.0% 39
Door 1988 3,081,689 14.0% 44 -7.8% 36 110.59 2 5.9% 29
Douglas 1991 3,324,487 37.9% 10 1.9% 2 75.23 12 7.6% 18
Dunn 1986 2,386,742 29.2% 19 -8.3% 39 54.43 46 5.5% 36
Eau Claire 1999 8,627,603 25.6% 27 -4.5% 15 86.92 8 12.2% 1
Florence 2006 206,636 na% na 5.1% 1 47.42 53 2.3% 62
Fond du Lac 2010 6,652,093 na% na na% na 65.25 25 7.4% 20
Forest 1995 420,480 30.3% 16 -8.9% 45 45.72 57 3.2% 61
Grant 2002 2,849,673 na% na -2.8% 7 55.40 41 8.5% 14
Green 2003 2,193,014 na% na -2.2% 5 59.49 35 7.2% 21
Green Lake 1999 1,171,648 25.2% 28 -7.5% 34 61.32 34 4.8% 41
Iowa 1987 1,465,123 19.9% 35 -8.3% 40 61.75 32 8.0% 16
Iron 1991 402,823 22.1% 32 -9.2% 48 68.94 20 3.7% 56
Jackson 1987 1,189,336 34.4% 13 -9.0% 46 57.95 37 4.9% 40
Jefferson 1991 4,982,887 21.0% 33 -3.9% 12 59.42 36 7.9% 17
Juneau 1992 1,361,271 14.5% 43 -11.7% 56 50.65 51 4.7% 43
Kenosha 1991 10,548,569 30.6% 15 -2.0% 4 63.23 29 6.8% 24
La Crosse 1990 10,190,484 24.2% 29 -5.7% 25 88.17 5 11.5% 4
Lafayette 2001 764,183 na% na -6.5% 29 45.23 58 4.4% 48
Langlade 1988 1,385,331 23.9% 30 -4.4% 14 69.68 18 6.2% 27

Collections
% of Gen'l 

Rev's



Vol. 81, Number 12  |  December 2013                     Page   5

only began collecting Wisconsin sales taxes in No-
vember 2013.  

Residents who purchase from an out-of-state e-
tailer are required to pay a use tax (equivalent to the 
sales tax) when filing their income taxes.  However, 
many do not.  In 2012, sales taxes were collected on 
about 60% of Wisconsin online sales.  In short, as 
online purchases grow as a share of total sales, uncol-
lected taxes reduce the growth of sales tax collections.

A second factor already discussed is demogra-
phy.  The oldest baby boomers are now 65 or older, 
and many more are nearing retirement.  While 
spending by boomers helped sales taxes increase 

rapidly during the 1980s and 1990s, their spending 
slowed as they neared retirement.  Because this 
group is large, their spending decisions have an 
impact on tax collections.

Collection Patterns
Not all counties and their sales tax collections are 

equally affected by the ups and downs of the economy.  
Examination of 2000-12 collections shows which 
counties lagged or led in collection growth.  

2000-12 Changes.  During 2000-12, state sales 
tax collections rose 22.4%.  However, that rate of 
increase was not experienced by all 53 counties that 
had the local option tax in 2000.  

Table 1 (continued): Selected Sales Tax Data for Counties with Tax
Collections (2012) and % of General Revenues (2011) 

County
Tax
Started Total

2000-12
% Chg. Rk.

2008-09
% Chg. Rk.

Per
Capita Rk. Pct. Rk.

Lincoln 1987 $1,594,185 11.1% 48 -5.1% 19 55.25 43 5.4% 37
Marathon 1987 10,164,536 17.5% 38 -11.8% 57 75.56 11 9.9% 7
Marinette 2001 2,823,624 na% na -6.6% 31 67.68 22 5.7% 34
Marquette 1989 725,994 -8.1% 53 -12.2% 58 47.16 54 3.9% 55
Milwaukee 1991 64,299,590 11.3% 47 -9.8% 51 67.80 21 5.6% 35
Monroe 1990 2,937,646 45.9% 4 -3.5% 11 65.20 26 8.1% 15
Oconto 1994 1,480,658 10.6% 49 -10.6% 54 39.14 62 3.6% 57
Oneida 1987 3,596,756 20.9% 34 -6.5% 30 99.75 3 9.7% 8
Ozaukee 1991 6,398,782 19.6% 36 -5.1% 20 73.86 13 12.0% 3
Pepin 1991 415,160 27.8% 21 -9.5% 50 55.61 40 4.4% 49
Pierce 1988 1,662,880 38.4% 8 -8.5% 42 40.45 61 4.7% 44
Polk 1988 2,410,000 35.0% 12 -8.0% 37 54.47 45 5.7% 32
Portage 1989 5,110,268 27.5% 22 -5.5% 24 72.17 15 8.6% 13
Price 1993 760,675 -0.5% 52 -0.8% 3 54.12 47 4.2% 52
Richland 1989 937,688 12.9% 45 -8.6% 43 51.97 50 4.5% 46
Rock 2007 10,386,682 na% na -4.8% 17 64.86 27 6.4% 26
Rusk 1987 770,910 14.6% 42 -12.9% 59 52.24 49 3.6% 58
Sauk 1992 7,258,507 50.5% 2 -4.8% 16 117.08 1 12.1% 2
Sawyer 1987 1,454,662 22.4% 31 -11.1% 55 87.32 7 5.2% 38
Shawano 1990 2,074,080 16.1% 39 -2.3% 6 49.48 52 4.7% 42
St. Croix 1987 5,447,155 43.4% 7 -10.6% 52 64.19 28 8.7% 12
Taylor 1999 1,086,833 30.1% 17 -6.7% 32 52.51 48 4.2% 53
Trempealeau 1995 1,602,758 47.1% 3 -4.9% 18 55.29 42 6.1% 28
Vernon 1997 1,399,421 45.3% 6 -5.8% 26 46.86 56 5.8% 30
Vilas 1988 1,888,673 8.1% 50 -13.8% 60 87.91 6 7.2% 23
Walworth 1987 7,438,004 28.0% 20 -9.3% 49 72.54 14 6.7% 25
Washburn 1991 1,002,805 16.0% 40 -4.3% 13 63.04 30 4.3% 50
Washington 1999 9,495,319 45.3% 5 -7.7% 35 71.67 16 10.6% 5
Waupaca 1989 2,934,922 5.0% 51 -9.0% 47 56.03 39 5.8% 31
Waushara 1990 1,148,649 11.8% 46 -3.1% 9 46.87 55 3.6% 59
Wood 2004 4,912,695 na% na -5.5% 22 65.87 24 9.6% 9

% of Gen'l 
Rev'sCollections
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Revenues were actually lower in 2012 than in 
2000 in Marquette (-8.1%) and Price (-0.5%) counties.  
In Waupaca and Vilas counties, the 12-year increase 
was modest, less than 10%.  And in another 15 coun-
ties, revenues rose less than 20%, or an average of 1.5% 
per year.  Seven of these counties were in the northern 
part of the state:  Ashland, Lincoln, Marathon, Oconto,  
Rusk, Shawano, and Washburn. 

Collections rose most—more than 40%—in Ad-
ams, Monroe, Sauk, St. Croix, Trempealeau, Vernon, 
and Washington counties.  Adams and Sauk led with 
increases over 50%.  While sales tax growth in these 
counties was higher than elsewhere, annual increases 
averaged only 3.0% to 3.8%, significantly less than 
the jumps of 5% or more common during the 1980s 
and 1990s.

Recessionary Declines.  Although the 2007-09 
recession was more severe than most, declining col-
lections during this period raise the specter of future 
vulnerability.

 Based on declines from 2008 to 2009, nine 
counties appeared most vulnerable to economic 
downturns.  Collections fell more than 10% (see Table 
1) in Dodge, Juneau, Marathon, Marquette, Oconto, 
Rusk, Sawyer, St. Croix, and Vilas counties, mostly in 
northern and central Wisconsin.  In another six (Iron, 
Jackson, Milwaukee, Pepin, Walworth, and Waupaca), 
collections dropped 9% or more.

Two counties bucked the trend with collections 
rising in 2009:  Florence (5.1%) and Douglas (1.9%).  
Declines were modest—less than 3%—in another six 
(Adams, Grant, Green, Kenosha, Price, and Shawano).

Volatility.  In addition to recessionary decline, 
variation in year-to-year collections can also make 
county finances more vulnerable.  For example, in 
Marquette County, revenues rose in 2001, fell for the 
next two years, rose in the next three, declined for 
four, and rebounded in 2011 and 2012.  That roller 
coaster pattern can make it difficult to budget from 
year to year. 

Variability in collections can be measured in many 
ways.  One simple method is to count the number of 

years of increase and decrease during 2000-12.  Coun-
ties with the most variability during these years were 
Burnett, Marquette, Price, Rusk, and Shawano counties.  
Each had six years of sales tax increase and six years 
of decline.  Another nine counties (Ashland, Crawford, 
Green Lake, Iowa, Kenosha, Pepin, Richland, Sawyer, 
and Pepin) had seven increases and five declines.

Six counties had collections rise in at least 10 of 
the 12 years: Adams, Dane, Portage, Sauk, Trempea-
leau, and Washington.  Dane and Sauk counties had 
only one down year during 2000-12.

Reliance
While slow growth and variable sales tax collec-

tions can leave counties fiscally vulnerable, most at 
risk are those that use the sales tax to fund relatively 
large shares of their total expenditures.

Per Capita.  How much a county collects, and its 
reliance on the sales tax, depends in part on how much 
it collects from nonresidents.  Among all counties 
using the tax, collections averaged $70 per resident 
in 2012.  However, half collected less than $63 per 
resident.  Highest per capita collections were generally 
in counties with significant tourism or those serving 
as regional retail centers.  These counties generated 
significant sales taxes from nonresidents.

In 2012, Door and Sauk were the only counties 
collecting more than $100 per resident in local sales 
taxes (see Table 1 on pages 4 and 5).  Both attract tour-
ists and collect sales taxes from nonresidents—either 
from other Wisconsin counties or from other states.  
Four northern counties that rely on significant tour-
ism—Barron, Oneida, Sawyer, and Vilas—collected 
more than $75 per capita, as did Crawford.

Dane, Eau Claire, La Crosse, Douglas, and Mara-
thon counties also had high per capita collections.  The 
first three collected about $90 per resident in 2012, 
while the last two took in about $75.  All five have 
regional retail shopping malls that attract nonresidents 
and the sales taxes they pay.

Counties that collected the least per capita—less 
than $50—were typically rural, without significant 
tourist activity, and with below-average incomes.  
Examples include Buffalo, Forest, Marquette, Oconto, 
Pierce, Shawano, Vernon, and Waushara.

Relative to General Revenues.  Sales taxes can 
take on greater importance when other revenues are 
low.  On average, county sales taxes were 7.0%  of 
general revenues in 2011 (the last year for which 

Counties collecting the most sales taxes per cap-
ita were generally those with significant tourism 
or were regional retail centers.
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total county revenues are available).  However, in 
some counties they accounted for as much as 12% 
of revenues.

Collections exceeded 10% in six counties:  Dane, 
Eau Claire, La Crosse, Ozaukee, Sauk, and Washing-
ton.  The reasons for the greater reliance are threefold.  
First, all have total per capita general revenues that 
are below the state average.  Per capita revenues in 
Eau Claire, Ozaukee, and Washington counties were 
among the 10 lowest.

Second, some are retail centers (Dane, Eau Claire, 
and La Crosse) which generate revenues from nonresi-
dents, adding to the importance of the sales tax.  And 
third, counties with a strong tourism industry often 
rely disproportionately on the sales tax.  With the 
state capital and University of Wisconsin’s flagship 
campus in Madison, Dane County attracts many from 
outside the county.  Sauk County, due primarily to 
the Wisconsin Dells area, is one of the counties most 
reliant on tourism.  Indeed, Sauk generated the most 
sales taxes per capita ($117).

Counties least reliant on the sales tax were mostly 
in the north.  Collections accounted for less than 4% 
of general revenues in adjoining Florence (2.3%) and 
Forest (3.2%) counties.  Per capita collections were 
also low in both.  Other counties relying less on the 
sales tax include Adams, Bayfield, Iron, Marquette, 
Oconto, Rusk, and Waushara.

FINAL THOUGHTS
With counties facing tight limits on property taxes 

and stagnant state aid, local sales taxes are becoming 
more important.  However, their unpredictability and 
their sensitivity to economic conditions make them a 
less reliable source of revenue than the property tax.

Longer term trends are particularly troubling for 
counties in northern Wisconsin.  The average age in 
most of these counties is higher—in some cases sig-
nificantly higher—than elsewhere.  They have many 
retirees and many residents nearing retirement who 
spend less of their income on taxable goods.  That will 
continue to slow collection growth in the years ahead.

Moreover, the economies of many of these coun-
ties rely on tourism.  Lack of snow or frigid tempera-
tures in the winter, or rainy summers can negatively 
impact traveler spending, resulting in unpredictable 
collections.  Also, a bad year for tourism affects local 
incomes and spending, putting further pressure on 
the sales tax and funding of county government. o

DATA SOURCES:
WISTAX calculations of Wisconsin Department of Revenue figures.

PROPERTY TAX RELIEF?
State law requires county sales tax revenues to be 

used for property tax relief.  A 1998 state attorney gen-
eral’s opinion interpreted the law to include defraying 
the cost of any item funded through the property tax.  
And that raises the question:  Do county sales taxes 
reduce property taxes, or are they used to generate 
more revenue for a county?  

A 2002 WISTAX study answered this question,  by 
examining property taxes from just prior to adoption 
until six years after.  When results from 48 counties 
studied were combined, researchers found that, in 
the first full year of the sales tax, about one-third of 
sales tax revenues were used for property tax relief, 
the remainder was used for additional spending.  

However, property tax relief varied among in-
dividual counties.  In some, it was fairly obvious; 
in others, it appeared that the county used sales tax 
revenues to fund new spending.  

The study identified six counties where the sales 
tax generated the most property tax relief:  Buffalo, 
Door, Langlade, Oconto, Ozaukee, and Richland.  In 
another 15, it provided some property tax relief.

Door County, which implemented the sales tax 
in 1988, had the most obvious relief.  Based on past 
trends, per capita property taxes there were expected to 
be $349 in 1988.  Instead, with the sales tax in place, 
they were only $300 per capita.  Combined, sales and 
property tax collections totaled $335 per resident, a 
figure similar to what property taxes were expected 
to be without the optional sales tax.

In seven of the 48 counties studied, it was un-
clear whether the sales tax helped reduce the county 
levy.  However, in another 21, data showed sales tax 
revenues having little, if any, impact on the property 
tax levy.  

One example is Forest County, which imple-
mented the sales tax in 1995.  Past trends indicated 
that without the tax, property taxes would have been 
just over $191 per capita in 1995.  Unlike the Door 
County experience, actual property taxes were nearly 
identical to the projection, despite the county collecting 
about $18 per capita in sales taxes.  Combined, sales 
and property tax collections totaled $210 per resident, 
or about 10% more than the property tax trend might 
have suggested.



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 
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 ■ Fiscal myopia (#21-13 and #22-13)
 ■ New property tax bills for 2013-14 (#23-13 and #24-13)

In FOCUS . . . recently in our biweekly newsletter

WISTAX NOTES

  Age, Entrepreneurship, and Job Growth.  Over the 
past 20 years, new firm creation in Wisconsin has signifi-
cantly lagged other states.  Reasons for the state’s perfor-
mance have generally evaded analysts, but a new study 
sheds light on Wisconsin’s lack of entrepreneurial activity.  
It is important because a large body of research shows a 
link between new firm creation and job growth.

During 1994-2012, Wisconsin’s firm creation rate aver-
aged 2.3%.  In other words, during an average year, 2.3% of 
state businesses were new.  Only Iowa (2.2%) had a lower 
rate.  A new study from Stanford University economists 
indicates Wisconsin's relatively "old" population and lack 
of management jobs may be factors.  

The researchers studied entrepreneurship across coun-
tries and found that "young societies tend to generate more 
new businesses than older societies."  They also noted that 
successful entrepreneurship often required business acu-
men, which is best cultivated in management positions at 
established companies.  In older countries, these jobs are 
often “clogged” by older workers.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, Wisconsin’s 
median age (half older, half younger) in 2010 was 38.5 
years, 16th highest among the states, and rising faster than 
elsewhere.  As recently as 1990, the median age here was 
below the national average (see chart); it is now more than 
one year above. 

Moreover, Wisconsin lacks in some of the management 
and financial jobs that can develop entrepreneurship.  In 
2012, only 8.9% of all Wisconsin jobs were in these areas.  
That percentage was 30th and was below the U.S. average 
(9.7%). 

 Investment Returns High.  Investments in the 
Core Fund of the state retirement system gained 13.5% in 
2013, while those in the smaller Variable Fund rose 29.0%, 
according to the State of Wisconsin Investment Board.  
When finalized later this spring, the strong returns mean 
public sector retirees will have their payouts increased, and 
contribution rates for current public sector employees and 
local governments will be reduced.  o 

Wisconsin Median Age Rising Rapidly
Median Age Wisconsin (Red) and U.S. (Blue), 1970-2010


