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Few public problems have been 
studied more frequently, in more 

places, and by more people—with 
fewer lasting solutions—than trans-
portation finance.

One national panel spoke of a 
“system in crisis.”  Another found 
“the current surface transportation 
funding approach ... unsustainable.”  
Studies in many states, including 
Illinois, Kansas, Massachusetts, 
Michigan, Minnesota, and Rhode 
Island, have raised similar concerns.

Wisconsin has also studied 
transportation finance, issuing re-
ports in 1997, 2006, and 2013.  The 
latest cited Wisconsin’s “daunting 
challenge when it comes to meet-
ing the growing needs of its multi-
modal transportation network” and 

warned that “the state’s decades-old 
transportation funding model is not 
keeping pace with current or future 
needs.”

In more recent indications of the 
problem, Governor Scott Walker’s 
(R) 2013-15 budget unveiled in 
February asked to borrow about $1 
billion for transportation.  And, at 
the end of April, legislative analysts 
projected a mid-2015 deficit of $63.5 
million in the state transportation 
fund.

Few would argue that Wisconsin 
faces some form of transportation 
funding problem, though its sources 
might be open to question.  Is it a 
revenue problem, as most suggest, or 
are we simply spending too much?  
Might the problem rest elsewhere—

with subpar economic growth?  
Shifting public priorities?  Or a lack 
of political will from state leaders?

NATIONAL CONTEXT

State Comparisons
Spending.  If Wisconsin’s fund-

ing challenge is a spending problem, 
comparing state highway expendi-
tures should be revealing.

In 2010, Wisconsin spent about 
$635 per capita on highways ac-
cording to the latest U.S. Census 
Bureau figures.  At 25.0% above the 
national average ($508) and 18th 
highest among the states, this might 

A state commission recently found that, over the next ten years, Wisconsin will need an additional $2 billion to $7 
billion to pay for its transportation needs.  A slow-growing population that reduced its travel combined with more 
fuel efficient vehicles has led to declines in gas purchases and gas taxes paid.  Past transfers from the transpor-
tation fund led to increased borrowing; debt service now accounts for about 10% of the transportation budget.  
State officials must decide how to fund future transportation needs, or where spending can be scaled back. 
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suggest that high service demands and spending are 
somewhat responsible for the state’s transportation 
funding problem.

In one sense that is true.  The Federal Highway 
Administration reports that Wisconsin had over 
237,000 lane-miles of road in 2011.  In per capita 
terms, that would place the state 19th, very similar to 
its per capita expenditure rank (18th) for highways.

However, a second look at these figures suggests 
a more nuanced story, for highway spending varies 
across states due, in part, to winter weather.  Focus-
ing on the 23 states with average winter temperatures 
below 30° Fahrenheit, Wisconsin’s per capita spend-
ing ranked 13th and was below the 23-state median 
($643).  Interestingly, of the four surrounding states, 
only Michigan ($374) spent less per capita than Wis-
consin (see Figure 1).  

In addition, growth in Badger State highway 
spending is slowing relative to the nation.  Between 
1993 and 2000, Wisconsin expenditures rose 81.7%, 
about 10 percentage points less that the U.S. (90.6%) 
and the 25th highest growth rate among the 50 states.  
During the more recent 2000-10 period, Wisconsin’s 
increase was only 25.0%, about 15 points behind the 
nation (39.9%) and less than 33 states.

Shifting Priorities?
Even if their revenue sources differ, various pro-

grams in each state compete for funds.  How trans-
portation spending is faring in that battle is telling.

Overall, Wisconsin state and local government 
spending per capita during 2010 ($8,123) was in the 
“middle of the pack”—ranked 23rd among the states 

and 1.8% less than the U.S. average ($8,274).  From 
1993 to 2000, total Wisconsin government spending 
climbed an average of 4.5% per year; from 2000 to 
2010, the average annual increase slowed to 3.5% 
per year.  

Two factors played roles in the spending slow-
down.  First, a robust state economy during the 
1990s was followed by two recessions over the next 
decade.  Second, a combination of local tax limits 
and state income tax indexing (adjusting brackets 
and the standard deduction for inflation) slowed 
revenue growth.

The question for transportation spending is wheth-
er it rose more or less than other program areas.  Or 
put another way, was there a shift in program prefer-
ences and spending priorities that might be relevant 
to transportation finance?

Table 1 (page three) helps answer that question by 
comparing spending trends during two time periods 
for several categories that comprise two-thirds of 
Wisconsin state-local spending.   

1993-2000.  During the first period (1993-2000), 
highway expenditures increased at a faster rate than 
total spending both in Wisconsin (5.5% per year vs. 
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Figure 1:   
Wis. Highway Spending Below “Cold State” Average
State-Local Transportation Spending, Selected States, 2010
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93-00 00-10 93-00 00-10
Total Expenditures 4.5% 3.5% 4.3% 4.4%

Highways 5.5% 2.3% 4.5% 3.4%
Corrections 9.0% 3.3% 6.1% 3.1%
K-12 Education 4.4% 2.5% 4.9% 3.6%
Higher Education 4.3% 5.1% 4.9% 5.1%
Public Welfare 2.7% 7.2% 3.6% 5.9%

Wisconsin U.S.

4.5%) and nationally (4.5% vs. 4.3%).  Here, only 
spending on corrections (9.0%) increased more than 
for highways.  Spending on K-12 education (4.4%), 
higher education (4.3%), and public welfare (2.7%) 
grew somewhat less.  

U.S. figures are also shown for comparison.  
During 1993-2000, highway spending here outpaced 
expenditures nationally (5.5% vs. 4.5%).

2000-2010.  In general, spending increases for the 
second period (2000-10) were noticeably less than 
during the first.  Of the five major spending areas 
shown in Table 1, highway expenditures increased 
the least (2.3% per year) in Wisconsin.  And growth 
in highway spending here was significantly less than 
nationally (3.4%).  

What conclusions might these many figures sug-
gest for transportation?  Other than an overall slow-
down in expenditures, it appears that, in recent years, 
transportation has fared somewhat poorly compared 
to other major programs.

Looking Ahead.  How fast transportation spending 
will grow over the next 10 years is unknown.  How-
ever, Wisconsin’s recent transportation commission 
estimated the cost of four scenarios.

 � The first keeps spending at 2013 levels (no 
growth).  The commission called this scenario “disin-
vestment,” as inflation erodes purchasing power more 
than 15% over 10 years.  The 10-year total cost was 
estimated at $27.0 billion.

 � The second scenario, “preservation,” was 
projected to cost $30.8 billion over 10 years, or the 
equivalent of average annual spending growing 2.5%.  
This scenario would preserve current transportation 
services and maintain the current physical condition 
of roads.

 � “Capacity management,” the third scenario, 
would increase maintenance and raise capacity to 

prevent congestion levels from worsening.  Ten-year 
costs were projected to be $40.3 billion, equivalent 
to increasing state transportation spending an average 
of 7.1% per year.

 � The final scenario had an estimated price tag 
of $42.1 billion, or a 7.8% average annual increase.  In 
addition to capacity management, this option would 
upgrade air traffic control systems, improve state-
owned rail systems, and update the infrastructure of 
commercial ports.

The commission’s final recommendation had a 10-
year price tag of $31.8 billion, slightly more than the 
cost of “preserving” the system.  This would require 
transportation spending to rise an average of 3.1% per 
year over the next ten years.  

How do these numbers match recent experience?  
During 2002-12, the state’s total transportation budget 
increased an average of 3.7% per year, though the 
amount devoted to transportation (excluding debt 
service and state operations) rose an average of just 
3.3% per year.  Transportation fund revenues climbed 
an average of 3.0% per year.  Since the end of gas tax 
indexing (see page five) in 2006, transportation fund 
dollars rose only 2.1% per year. 

REVENUE PROBLEM?
In 2011-12, Wisconsin’s transportation budget 

exceeded $3.2 billion, of which over half was paid for 
with a combination of gas taxes (31%) and vehicle-

Table 1:   
Comparing Spending Trends:  Wis. vs. U.S.

Major Spending Areas, Avg. Annual Change,1993-2010
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Figure 2:   
How Wisconsin Transportation is Paid For

State Transportation Budget, 2011-12, $3.2 billion

*Transportation 
Fund revenues
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2002 $93.3 $2,256.5 4.1% $93.3 $1,337.7 7.0%
2003 105.8 2,355.6 4.5% 105.8 1,386.6 7.6%
2004 119.7 2,783.2 4.3% 119.7 1,440.4 8.3%
2005 166.3 2,798.0 5.9% 166.2 1,482.9 11.2%
2006 188.8 3,098.0 6.1% 148.2 1,523.3 9.7%

2007 234.8 2,825.3 8.3% 165.3 1,612.9 10.2%
2008 243.9 2,986.9 8.2% 187.5 1,681.3 11.2%
2009 249.5 3,494.0 7.1% 191.0 1,693.6 11.3%
2010 258.7 3,586.8 7.2% 184.8 1,714.1 10.8%
2011 278.4 3,484.6 8.0% 197.2 1,739.9 11.3%
2012 306.9 3,233.6 9.5% 240.7 1,771.8 13.6%

Transportation FundTotal Trans. Budget

fewer transportation fund revenues available, the state 
borrowed more.

More Borrowing.  Increased use of borrowing to 
fund transportation meant rising debt service.  Most 
debt proceeds for transportation come from revenue 
bonds, which are paid off with transportation rev-
enues.  Debt service on transportation revenue bonds 
rose nearly 160% during the prior decade, from $93.3 
million in 2002 to $240.7 million in 2012.  

Beginning in the mid-2000s, the state began issuing 
general obligation (GO) bonds to pay for transporta-
tion.  Total debt service (GO plus revenue bonds) rose 
nearly 230% from $93.3 million in 2002 to $306.9 
million in 2012.  Debt service more than doubled as a 
share of the transportation budget, from 4.1% to 9.5%.  
Budget figures show debt rising to more than 13% of 
total transportation spending in 2013.

The 2012-13 transportation finance commission 
found that, if lawmakers continue bonding at 2011-
13 levels, debt service would claim nearly a quarter 
of transportation fund revenues in 2023.  Rising 
debt service costs mean fewer dollars available for 
highway construction and repair, or for other trans-
portation needs.

Slow-Growing Transportation Fund
Not only has money been siphoned from the 

transportation fund, with debt service claiming an 
increasing share of expenses, transportation fund 
revenues have also grown relatively slowly in recent 
years.  While state general fund taxes rose 6.4% in 
2011 and another 4.7% in 2012, transportation fund 
revenues increased 1.5% and 3.0%, respectively, dur-
ing those years. 

registration and driver license fees (21%).  These 
revenues, along with some miscellaneous transpor-
tation-related fees, comprise the state transportation 
fund.  In 2012, monies from the transportation fund 
paid for 55% of state transportation expenditures (see 
Figure 2).

The federal government also provides transporta-
tion aid to states.  In 2012, federal revenues covered 
26% of Wisconsin’s transportation budget.  The state 
also borrows to pay for some transportation projects.  
Bonding accounted for 14% of Wisconsin’s 2012 
transportation budget. 

Changing Revenue Mix
Funding for transportation in Wisconsin has not 

always looked like it did in 2011-12.  During 1998-
2001, state transportation fund revenues (primarily 
gas taxes, vehicle registration fees, and drivers license 
fees) were, on average, about 62% of the state trans-
portation budget.  During 2010-12, they averaged only 
50% (see Figure 3).   Most of the difference was made 
up with borrowing.  Bond revenues averaged about 
6% of the transportation budget during 1998-2001, 
but almost 17% during 2010-12.  

The change in revenue mix coincided with use of 
transportation fund revenues to help balance the gen-
eral fund budget, which typically supports education, 
health care, local aid, and state operations.  In every 
year from 2002 through 2011, lawmakers transferred 
money from the transportation fund to the general 
fund—a 10-year total of more than $1.4 billion.

This had two effects on funding transportation.  
First, it meant fewer transportation-fund dollars were 
available to pay for roads and highways.  Rather, they 
helped pay for general fund obligations.  Second, with 

Figure 3:   
A Shift in How Transportation Funded

State Transportation Revenues, 1998-2001 and 2010-12

Table 2:  Debt Service Payments ($ millions)
% of Total Trans. Budget, 2002-2012

1998-01 2010-12
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This disparity was due primarily to basic dif-
ferences between how the gas tax and general fund 
taxes respond to economic change and price growth.  
To lessen these differences, Wisconsin’s gas tax 
was adjusted annually to reflect inflation (indexing) 
beginning in the mid-1980s.  Indexing was repealed 
in 2005, with the last price adjustment occurring in 
April 2006.

As Figure 4 shows, gas tax indexing helped col-
lections rise 16% during 2002-07, a slightly higher 
increase than for sales taxes (13%), but only half the 
increase in state income taxes (32%).  With indexing 
repealed, gas tax collections fell 2% during the 2007-
12 period that followed.  During those same years, 
income taxes rose 7% and sales taxes, despite a major 
recession, increased 3%. 

Fewer Miles, Fewer Gallons.  The repeal of 
indexing is one factor in the recent drop in gas tax 
revenues.  Another is that residents are driving less.  
Total vehicle miles traveled in the state peaked in 
2004 at 60.4 billion.  In 2011, they were down 3.1% 
to 58.6 billion miles.

Another factor in reduced gas tax collections is 
growing fuel efficiency of vehicles.  Rising fuel ef-
ficiency combined with fewer miles traveled means 
fewer gallons of gas purchased and dollars of gas 
tax paid.  Since 2004, the number of gallons sold in 
Wisconsin declined in six of eight years.  In 2012, 
Wisconsin gas stations sold 77 million fewer gallons 
of gas than in 2004.  

New fuel economy standards will further com-
plicate the situation.  By 2025, the federal govern-
ment will require cars and light trucks to reach a fuel 

economy standard of 54.5 miles per gallon, which 
will further reduce gas purchases. 

Vehicle Registrations Slowing.  While 55% of the 
state transportation fund is revenue from gas taxes, 
another 35% is from vehicle registration fees.  This 
revenue source, too, has drawbacks.

Vehicle registration fee collections have been 
growing due largely to fee increases.  During 2002-
12, collections rose 68.6%, or an average of 5.4% 
per year.  The number of cars registered rose a more 
modest 9.5% over the 10 years.  

However, during that time, the registration fee for 
a car increased twice, from $45 to $55 (22%) in Oc-
tober 2003 and to $75 (36%) in January 2008.  Truck 
fees were also increased in 2008.  With Wisconsin’s 
aging population, car and driver registrations are not 
likely to increase as rapidly as in the past.  Rather, 
revenue growth will more likely come from legislated 
fee increases.

Looking Ahead.  At the federal level, large defi-
cits and a gas tax rate unchanged since 1993 make it 
unlikely that federal transportation aids to states will 
grow rapidly.  Rising debt service makes additional 
transportation bonding at the state level less attractive.  
These developments place a greater burden of future 
transportation funding on stagnant state gas tax and 
registration fees.

As mentioned, Wisconsin is aging and its popu-
lation growth is slowing.  This limits prospects for 
significant increases in vehicle registrations.  It also 
limits growth in vehicle miles traveled; and, with 
automobile gas mileage improving, growth in gas tax 
revenues will be negligible at best.  While discussion 
of how much Wisconsin should spend on transporta-
tion infrastructure is needed, that discussion will be 
limited by available revenues.

A Funding Gap
Without changes to transportation taxes or fees, 

state officials expect to have approximately $25 bil-
lion available for transportation funding over the next 
ten years.  Even if spending were to remain at 2013 
levels over that period ($27 billion total), the state 
would be short $2 billion.  Were the state to implement 
the commission’s spending recommendations ($31.8 
billion), the gap approaches $7 billion, or 28% more 
than is currently estimated to be available.  Somehow, 
Wisconsin will have to reconcile desired spending and 
available revenues.

Figure 4:   
Tax Growth Varies: Gas vs. Income vs. Sales Taxes
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NATIONAL FUNDING COMPARISONS
As shown on page three, Wisconsin’s main 

sources of transportation funding are gas taxes and 
vehicle registration fees.  This begs the question:  
Is Wisconsin more or less reliant on these funding 
sources than other states?  

Federal figures show Wisconsin used gas taxes 
and transportation-related fees to fund 40.3% of 
its highway spending in 2011.  That was above the 
national average (35.7%) largely due to some states 
supplementing these revenues with tolls.  Of the 24 
states without tolls, Wisconsin ranked 10th in its reli-
ance on gas taxes; however, it was about equal to the 
median (half lower, half higher) of 39.3%.

During 2007-11, when the state’s gas tax was not 
indexed, federal figures show gas tax revenues fell 
3.7% here.  Indeed, Wisconsin was one of 36 states 
with reduced gas tax collections.

SOLVING THE FUNDING GAP
The analysis presented here conforms to the find-

ings of others:  Wisconsin appears to have a funding 
gap between needed or desired expenditures and rev-
enues. The state has many options to close this gap.  
On the expenditure side of the ledger, it could reduce 
spending.  This would require elimination of some 
projects and reduced maintenance on some roads.  The 
alternative is to find a reliable funding source.  Each 
option has advantages and disadvantages.

Sales Tax on Fuel Purchases
Nine states, including Illinois and Michigan, impose 

the sales tax on gasoline purchases.  While the recent 
commission did not recommend this, it did find that ap-
plying the 5.0% sales tax to gas would generate $529.8 
million in the first year.  Were gas prices to rise 2% per 
year, it would generate $5.8 billion over ten years.

Applying the sales tax to gas has advantages that 
include low costs for implementing and administer-
ing the tax; public familiarity with the sales tax; the 
“user fee” principle, which holds that people who use 
the roads the most pay the most; and collections that 
would likely keep pace with inflation.   

A sales tax on gasoline also has disadvantages.  
One is that it does not address the long-term problem 
of less revenue due to increased fuel efficiency of ve-
hicles.  Gas prices can also be volatile, which makes 
sales tax revenues less predictable.  Finally, the sales 
tax can be regressive, disproportionately impacting 
lower-income families. 

Increase Gas Tax
All states impose a gas tax.  Wisconsin’s is sixth 

highest nationally (see gray box above left).  A second 
option to generate revenue would be to increase the 
state’s gas tax rate.  The commission recommended 
a 5¢ per gallon increase, which would generate an 
additional $1.59 billion over the next ten years.  

This option, like the sales tax option, has the ad-
vantages of familiarity and tying taxes paid to road 
use, and the disadvantage of regressivity.  

Variable Rate Gas Taxes
A third option would be to move to a variable-

rate gas tax, an option 12 states currently use.  An 

Figure 5:  Wisconsin’s Transportation Taxes and Fees Modest
Wisconsin vs. Neighboring States, 2012

Comparing Transportation Taxes and Fees
Wisconsin’s gas tax and vehicle registration fees are 

relatively high.  At 32.9¢, which includes 2¢ for the Pe-
troleum Environmental Cleanup Fund, the gas tax is sixth 
highest nationally.  The highest is in California (43.0¢); the 
lowest is in Alaska (8.0¢).  Wisconsin’s tax is higher than 
all neighboring states.  Some states, including Illinois and 
Michigan, also charge sales tax on gasoline purchases.

The Badger State charges $75 annually to register a car.  
Most states charge a fixed rate, though some impose a fee 
based on vehicle characteristics (e.g., value or weight).  A 
Wisconsin Department of Transportation study found the 
state’s registration fee ranked 22nd highest nationally.  Fees 
for a late model sedan were higher in all surrounding states.

When these costs are combined, the tax and fee cost of a 
late model sedan (22 miles per gallon) driven 15,000 miles 
per year  is $299 in Wisconsin.  As Figure 5 shows, that is 
below the cost in all neighboring states.  
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indexed gas tax is one example of a variable-rate 
tax.  However, the gas tax can be tied to economic 
measures other than inflation.  For example, Kentucky, 
Nebraska, and North Carolina adjust their rate based 
on the average wholesale price of gasoline.  California 
ties their tax to the retail price.

As noted, Wisconsin indexed its gas tax from 1985 
to 2006, which helped collections grow with inflation.  
However, it does not address declining consumption 
due to fuel efficiency.  The 2012-13 commission es-
timated indexing would increase the tax rate to 37¢ 
per gallon by 2023 and would generate an additional 
$901.5 million over ten years. 

Vehicle Miles Travelled Tax
Recently, the idea of replacing the gas tax or aug-

menting it with a fee based on vehicle miles travelled 
(VMT) has been seriously discussed throughout the 
country.  At least 18 states have completed or under-
taken VMT fee pilot projects.  Four states (Kentucky, 
New Mexico, New York, and Oregon) assess a type of 
VMT fee for heavy vehicles based on vehicle weight 
and miles travelled. 

A VMT fee has several plusses.  First, it allows 
for flexible pricing. More advanced VMT systems 
can adjust price based on time of day, type of road, 
vehicle weight , and fuel economy.  This could lead to 
traffic congestion pricing where VMT rates rise and 
fall with time of day or traffic volume.   

The VMT also retains the user-fee principle.  
More tailored VMT systems that account for weight 
or traffic congestion would more accurately reflect 
increased road damage at certain times or by certain 
types of vehicles.  Fees could adjust to reflect road 
damage caused. 

VMT fees are not in general use because of their 
drawbacks.  More sophisticated travel monitoring 
would require GPS systems, which many feel vio-
late personal privacy.  Moreover, unless adjusted or 
indexed frequently, VMT fees do not address inflation 
concerns.  Additionally, state and federal laws that 
allow VMT fees would have to be enacted. 

Finally, switching to a VMT system could be 
costly.  Unlike the gas tax that costs little to collect 
and enforce, VMT has been estimated to cost 4% to 
8% of revenue.  A VMT system might also require 
significant up-front capital costs.  Technically so-
phisticated VMT options could cost as much as $50 
to $250 per vehicle to install.  Currently, the average 

American pays $208 per vehicle annually in federal 
and state gas taxes. 

The recent commission recommended adopting a 
low-tech, mileage-based registration fee for passenger 
vehicles and light trucks at a rate of 1.02¢ per mile.  The 
additional cost for a passenger vehicle driven 12,000 
miles per year would be $92.  A self-reported VMT of 
this type would generate about $2.3 billion over 10 years.  

Tolls
Many states have toll roads.  Wisconsinites are 

probably most familiar with tollways in the Chicago 
and Minneapolis areas.  Some states have fixed tolls 
(Illinois), while others adjust rates based on time-of-
day to ease congestion.  For example, in 2005, tolled 
express lanes were opened on I-395 in Minneapolis.  
Depending on time of day and congestion, tolls on 
this stretch of highway typically range from $1 to $4, 
though they can be as high as $8.

Like some of the other options listed here, tolls 
adhere to the user-fee principle.  Toll revenues have 
typically been sufficient to cover operating expenses 
of the toll roads.  There is a concern, though, about 
the impact of tolls on low-income drivers.  A major 
hurdle for Wisconsin is federal law that limits where 
tolls can be used.

WHAT’S AHEAD?
With a dated approach to transportation finance, 

Wisconsin faces a 10-year funding gap of at least 
$2 billion and more likely $7 billion.  The recent 
transportation commission laid out the problem and 
possible solutions, including  a higher gas tax, a mile-
age-based registration fee for cars and light trucks, a 
weight-based registration fee for heavy trucks, and 
an increase in drivers license fees.  

Although the report was issued prior to introduc-
tion of the 2013-15 state budget, the funding package 
was excluded in favor of increased borrowing and 
general fund transfers.  It appears that this study will 
go the way of previous ones and be shelved.  Since 
the state’s transportation needs are not likely to lessen, 
the question remains:  When will Wisconsin lawmak-
ers seriously reexamine transportation spending and 
revenues?  Ultimately, the answer comes down to a 
matter of political will.  o 

DATA SOURCES:
National Conferences of State Legislatures; Transportation 
Commission Report; Wisconsin Legislative Fiscal Bureau; 
Wisconsin Department of Transportation
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 Economic Growth Sluggish.   Wisconsin’s gross do-
mestic product (GDP)—the value of all goods and services 
produced in the state—rose 3.2% in 2012, less than the 
4.1% increase nationally and 30th highest among the states.  
The Badger State’s increase was the same as in 2011, but 
slightly below the 3.4% gain in 2010 when the state and 
nation emerged from the 2007-09 recession.

Wisconsin’s relative performance was slightly better 
when GDP figures are adjusted for inflation and population.  
Real per capita GDP rose 1.2% here in 2012, compared to 
1.7% nationally, according to figures from the U.S. Bureau 
of Economic Analysis.  Among the 50 states, Wisconsin’s 
growth ranked 27th.  During the 15 years from 1998 through 
2012, our ranking among the states has been as high as 13th 
(2010), as low as 41st (2008), and averaged 26th.

Wisconsin’s growth lagged neighboring states.  Min-
nesota’s 2.9% increase in real per capita GDP was sixth 
highest nationally.  Iowa (2.0%) and Michigan (2.2%) both 
grew 2% or more, while Illinois was up 1.9%.

Economic growth here tends to lead the nation coming 
out of recessions. For example, real per capita GDP here 
grew faster than the nation during 2001-03 and during 2009-
11. Wisconsin also tends to lead heading into economic 
slowdowns. Real per capita GDP here lagged the nation in 
every year during 2004-08.  o

WISTAX NOTES

 Commuting by County.   Many state residents commute 
to work each day, some to a neighboring city or village, 
others to communities an hour or more away from home.  
Commuters can affect cities and villages in a variety of 
ways, from increased economic activity to straining infra-
structure and greater demand for certain public services. 

Populations in the Village of Kohler (Sheboygan 
County) and City of Whitehall (Trempealeau) more than 
triple during the workday due to commuting, according to 
the U.S. Census Bureau.  Kohler has about 2,000 residents, 
but swells to almost 8,000 during the day due to commut-
ing.  Similarly, the population of Whitehall jumps from just 
under 1,700 to more than 5,300.

Commuters more than double populations in Ashwaube-
non (Brown County), Butler (Waukesha), Eagle River (Vilas), 
Hayward (Sawyer), Medford (Taylor), Schofield (Marathon), 
and Shorewood Hills (Dane).

Other cities and villages are “bedroom communities,” 
where large numbers of residents leave during the day.  Six 
communities lose more than 30% of their populations each 
day:  Caledonia (Racine), Kronenwetter (Marathon), McFar-
land (Dane), North Fond du Lac (Fond du Lac), Richfield 
(Washington), and Suamico (Brown).

Of the state’s 10 largest cities, nine gained population 
during the day.  The exception was Kenosha, where the day-
time population was estimated to drop 8% due to residents 
leaving for work.  Of the nine gainers, Madison (+28%) had 
the largest daytime increase, followed by Eau Claire (+21%).  
Information for 169 cities and villages is available at www.
wistax.org/facts.

 ■ Federal health reform and the state’s difficult Medicaid 
choice (I & II) (#8-13 & #9-13)

 ■ The policy and politics of proposed income tax reform 
(#10-13)
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