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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In late October, a feature in the New York Times travel section praised the virtues of Milwaukee, saying 

the city “possesses a renewed vitality while still holding on to an Old World character.” A review of other 

recent travel articles from dozens of national publications reveals that this characterization is not 

uncommon. Indeed, most of those publications view Milwaukee as a city that is comfortable with its 

industrial and beer-making past, but that also has – in the words of Fodor’s Travel – “morphed itself into 

a multi-faceted destination with world-class art and 

award-winning restaurants.” 

Those who care deeply about Greater Milwaukee’s 

national reputation have long argued that public 

support for the region’s broad array of arts, cultural, 

and entertainment offerings is critical to furthering 

the city’s image as an up-and-coming place with a 

“multi-faceted” set of interesting things to do. They 

argue, furthermore, that such support is essential for 

the quality of life of area residents, and for efforts to 

attract and retain the talent needed to prosper in the 

21st century knowledge economy.  

Earlier this year, with a grant from the Spirit of 

Milwaukee, the Public Policy Forum launched a 

comprehensive effort to re-examine the issue of 

public funding for the region’s arts, cultural, and 

entertainment assets. The Forum is not a newcomer 

to this subject, having produced a detailed report on 

the Milwaukee County parks in 2002, as well as an 

overview of the fiscal condition of the county-owned 

arts, cultural, and recreational institutions in 2008.  

For this research effort, we set out not only to assess the condition of those assets, but also to explore 

how their specific needs might best be met. In addition, we examine several privately-owned arts and 

cultural amenities – as well as major sports and convention facilities – to provide a broader perspective 

for policymakers and citizens who soon may be asked to weigh in on new approaches for publicly 

supporting these assets. 

This report is the first of two comprehensive analyses that will address the issue of dedicated public 

funding for arts, cultural, recreational, and entertainment institutions in Milwaukee County. In this first 

report, we focus on the finances and physical needs of the institutions, including an assessment of their 

need for public financial support. In our second report – to be released early next year – we will explore 

Arts, Cultural, Recreational, and 

Entertainment Assets Analyzed in 

this Report 
 

Milwaukee County-Owned 

 Milwaukee Public Museum 
 Marcus Center for the Performing Arts 
 Milwaukee County War Memorial Center 
 Milwaukee Art Museum 
 Milwaukee County Historical Society 
 Charles Allis/Villa Terrace Museums 
 Milwaukee County Zoo 
 Milwaukee County Parks 

 

Privately-Owned 

 Discovery World Museum 
 Milwaukee Ballet 
 Milwaukee Repertory Theater 
 Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra 
 Milwaukee Youth Arts Center 
 Skylight Music Theatre 

 

Sports and Convention 

 BMO Harris Bradley Center 
 Miller Park 
 Wisconsin Center 
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how other metropolitan areas have addressed the need for dedicated funding for their quality-of-life 

assets, and then model some possible approaches for Metropolitan Milwaukee. 

Ultimately, the decision about whether to pursue new or enhanced dedicated public funding sources to 

support quality-of-life assets in Milwaukee County will be determined not only by residents’ views on 

the importance of those assets to the region’s economy and livability, but also by their perceptions of 

the institutions’ needs, and of the fairness and affordability of proposed funding sources. Our research is 

intended to inform those perceptions by providing a clearer picture of the fiscal condition of Milwaukee 

County’s major cultural and entertainment institutions, and greater insight into the ways other metro 

areas have grappled with similar challenges. 

Summary of Key Findings 

 The five-year capital needs of the Milwaukee County-owned arts and cultural facilities and parks 

are immense. From 2008 through 2012, $103 million was spent to address capital needs at the 

county-owned facilities. For the next five years, we have identified projected capital needs totaling 

$246 million. In light of the vast infrastructure challenges facing other county departments and its 

ongoing efforts to control its debt, it is highly questionable whether Milwaukee County government 

has the capacity to address that magnitude of need. 
 

 Operating needs for the major county-owned arts and cultural facilities and parks generally are 

less acute than capital needs. Recent funding agreements for the Milwaukee Public Museum and 

War Memorial/Art Museum minimize the need for additional county funds to support those 

entities. The parks and zoo have greater operating needs – we find they would collectively benefit 

from at least $5.6 million annually in additional county support – but even for those entities, capital 

needs appear to be more urgent. In addition, in many cases, capital needs are directly tied to the 

sustainability of business models. This finding suggests that discussions about enhanced public 

funding for the county-owned entities should focus first on the capital side of the budget ledger.  
 

 Five of the six privately-owned arts and cultural organizations we analyzed are in sound financial 

operating condition, though each would benefit from enhanced endowments or reserves to help 

them withstand cyclical swings in earned revenue and pay for preventive maintenance and minor 

facility needs. This finding suggests that if additional public funding is considered for both public and 

privately-owned arts and cultural entities in Metropolitan Milwaukee, then a short-term and time-

limited source of support for privately-owned organizations might be most appropriate, as opposed 

to ongoing public funding. For example, a competitive grant process could be used to offer those 

organizations an opportunity to build capacity to withstand revenue volatility and bring buildings 

into a solid state of repair. 

 

 The privately-owned organizations generally have been successful in securing partnerships and 

philanthropic support to advance major capital projects, but the private fundraising acumen of 

those organizations will be tested in the future. While the privately-owned organizations generally 

have been able to rely on private funders for major capital needs, three of the six analyzed in our 
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report are contemplating ambitious new capital improvement projects. Those projects not only may 

compete against one another, but they also may need to compete with private fundraising to 

support major capital initiatives at the county-owned public museum, zoo, and War Memorial 

Center/Milwaukee Art Museum.  
 

 While most of the county- and privately-owned arts and cultural institutions and parks have some 

form of pressing capital need, there is wide divergence in terms of their need for basic repairs and 

replacement versus new improvements. Of the $310 million in capital needs identified for the 

public and private arts, cultural, and parks facilities analyzed in this report, $113 million fall under 

the category of basic repair and replacement, while $197 million would be spent on new facilities or 

major improvements. This is an important distinction that will need to be considered in any 

discussion of dedicated funding sources, as funding models geared exclusively toward one of these 

sets of needs may not effectively address the overall problem. 
 

 The BMO Harris Bradley Center and Wisconsin Center District have experienced severe operating 

budget challenges during the past five years, and the long-term stability of each may be tied to 

substantial new capital investment. The problem is particularly acute for the BMO Harris Bradley 

Center, which lacks options to supplement earned revenue and faces the prospect of losing its 

largest tenant (the Milwaukee Bucks) after 2017. The report takes no position on whether a major 

renovation or new arena should be pursued, but it does indicate that should the Bucks leave, the 

center itself would face an uncertain financial future. 

 

Milwaukee County Finances 

Our analysis begins with a broad overview of Milwaukee County’s financial challenges, which is essential 

to understanding the county’s capacity to address the needs of its arts, cultural, and recreational 

facilities. We discuss how growth in the cost of functions mandated by other levels of government – like 

human services and corrections – has outpaced growth in the intergovernmental revenues that pay for 

those services. That, in turn, has forced the county to dedicate a greater share of its property tax levy 

and other local revenue sources to its mandated services, leaving fewer local resources to support 

discretionary functions like parks and culture. In fact, the county now allocates less than 10% of its 

locally generated resources annually to support the operations of its parks, recreational, and cultural 

institutions.  

In the meantime, the county’s dedication to controlling borrowing means the vast repair and 

maintenance needs of its buildings, structures, and grounds is not being met. That could change in 2015, 

when a substantial amount of past debt will leave the county’s books, reducing the annual debt service 

payment by more than $15 million. County leaders must decide whether to use that relief to increase 

borrowing again, or to offset pressing operating needs. 
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2013 budgeted local revenues by function 

 
 

Milwaukee County-Owned Arts and Cultural Facilities and Parks 

Using the county’s overall financial challenges as context, we next turn to the financial and physical 

challenges facing its cultural and recreational assets. In 2013, the county is budgeted to spend nearly 

$21 million in local property and sales tax revenues to support the operating needs and debt service of 

six major arts and cultural organizations that are housed in county-owned facilities. It also will spend 

more than $42 million in local resources to support operating needs and debt service for the Milwaukee 

County parks.   

Milwaukee County property and sales tax expenditures for cultural entities, 2013 budget 
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Milwaukee County property and sales tax expenditures for parks, 2013 budget 

 
 

We find that despite this combined annual expenditure of nearly $63 million, fundamental needs are 

not being met, particularly on the capital side. Each of the county-owned entities cites substantial basic 

repair and maintenance needs, while several also cite the need for major capital repairs and 

improvements that are tied to their ability to enhance earned revenue and sustain their business 

models. Collectively, the county-owned institutions have identified $246 million of capital improvement 

needs in the 2013-2017 timeframe, which is $143 million more than the amount spent in the previous 

five years.  

Projected five-year capital funding needs for county-owned cultural and recreational entities 
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While the cumulative operating “gap” was not as easy to quantify, our analysis shows that it is most acute in 

the two entities that exist as county departments: the parks and the zoo. Most of the remaining institutions 

– while certainly not able to withstand significant cuts in existing county operating support – appear to be in 

far better operating shape, particularly following the adoption of new long-term funding agreements for the 

Milwaukee Public Museum and War Memorial Center/Milwaukee Art Museum.  

This leads to the conclusion that identifying a dedicated funding mechanism for capital improvements 

should be a higher priority than identifying such a mechanism for annual operating needs. That conclusion 

stems not only from our finding that the “needs gap” is larger on the capital side, but also from the 

following observations: 

 Most of the county-owned arts and cultural institutions have been able to accommodate reductions 

in county operating support by developing innovative strategies to boost earned revenues, generate 

additional philanthropic support, and reduce expenditures.  
 

 Conversely, few innovative strategies exist to reduce the cost of maintaining and repairing aging 

buildings and facilities. Furthermore, the ability of nonprofit organizations that operate in county-

owned buildings to generate private support for building repairs is impeded by county ownership, as 

potential private funders justifiably see basic infrastructure needs as the responsibility of the 

building owner. 
 

 A compelling argument for public support for capital investment in county-owned cultural and 

recreational institutions is that such investment ensures continued public ownership of – and access 

to – critical quality-of-life amenities. The question of public support for ongoing operations is less 

clear and often becomes clouded by discussion of costs associated with staff salaries and benefits, or 

becomes closely linked to the specific leadership of different organizations.   

 
Our analysis also reveals an important distinction between the types of capital needs that are most 

urgent for different county-owned institutions. As shown in the figure below, $107 million of those 

needs could be characterized as basic repairs and replacements, while $138.5 million could be 

characterized as new or improved facilities. While those needs are relatively balanced overall, they are 

widely divergent for different entities. The parks and public museum, for example, have an 

overwhelming need for dozens of repair and replacement projects that are tied to the appearance and 

utility of their infrastructure. Conversely, the Marcus Center and zoo are tilted toward a small number of 

major projects that are deemed critical for their future business plans.  
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Breakdown of capital improvement vs. capital repair needs for county-owned entities 

 

That distinction may come into play when dedicated public funding sources are considered. For example, 
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We decided to explore the finances of six prominent privately-owned arts and cultural organizations as a 

means of gauging the needs of organizations that do not currently receive substantial public support, 

and to compare their needs with those of organizations that operate in county-owned facilities. The 

main criterion used to select the six organizations was that they either own or aspire to own their own 

facility, which we considered essential to this analysis because it affords the opportunity to consider 

both operating and capital needs. 

Overall, we find that several of the privately-owned and operated institutions are more reliant on 

earned revenue than their county-owned counterparts, which is logical given their lack of public 

operating support. That reliance means that annual revenues can swing significantly with the health of 

the local economy, which can make it difficult to sustain endowments and respond to annual repair and 

maintenance needs. We also find that the privately-owned institutions have successfully raised private 

funds to address major facility needs but, like the county-owned institutions, several are challenged by 

the age of their buildings and growing basic repair and maintenance needs. 

Projected five-year capital funding needs for privately-owned cultural entities 
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Sports and Convention Facilities 

Greater Milwaukee’s three largest sports and convention facilities collectively spend nearly $54 million 

per year to host sporting events, concerts, convention activities, and other entertainment options for 

residents and visitors. We provide basic financial information on those facilities that will be useful in 

understanding the financial assumptions contained in the modeling in our follow-up report, and in 

deliberating the pros and cons of including sports and convention facilities in a plan to provide dedicated 

public funding to support regional arts and cultural assets. 

We find that two of the three facilities (the BMO Harris Bradley Center and Wisconsin Center) have 

experienced severe operating budget challenges during the past five years. Each has taken important 

steps to secure short-term stability – the Wisconsin Center via an increased food/beverage sales tax and 

the BMO Harris Bradley Center through business, civic, and public support – but longer-term stability for 

each may be tied to substantial new capital investment. 

Potential five-year capital funding needs for BMO Harris Bradley Center and Wisconsin Center 
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What makes the BMO Harris Bradley Center much different from those assets is the possibility of losing 

its largest tenant. Center officials contend that without a major renovation to the existing facility or a 

replacement arena, the center is almost certain to lose the Milwaukee Bucks when the existing lease 

expires in 2017, as that lease was conditionally approved by the NBA with the expectation that the team 

would be moving into a new facility at the end of the lease term.  

Again, it is beyond our capacity to assess the likelihood that the Bucks would indeed leave Milwaukee 

without a new or renovated arena. Should the team leave, however, the center itself would face an 

uncertain financial future. According to center officials, the Bucks account for about 40% of the BMO 

Harris Bradley Center’s attendance and more than half of its total revenue. If the Bucks depart, the 

facility still would require increased capital investment to address deferred maintenance and growing 

infrastructure needs for its remaining tenants, yet its earned revenue challenges would increase 

substantially.  

In pointing out these financial realities, we are not suggesting that a new arena must be built. But given 

that the existing facility is owned by a state-created entity, discussion is warranted regarding what the 

facility’s future would look like without its largest tenant, and what the possible consequences and 

options would be for state and local taxpayers. 

Conclusion 

Overall, there is little question that Milwaukee County’s public and private arts, cultural, recreational, 

and entertainment facilities have substantial facility needs and face significant operational challenges, 

both of which are highly influenced by the inadequacy or volatility of crucial revenue sources. 

Consequently, there also is little question that new or enhanced dedicated public funding would be 

helpful – and in some cases imperative – in addressing those issues. 

Whether the needs and challenges facing these institutions rise above those facing other important 

community assets – such as schools, transportation systems, and law enforcement agencies – is a 

subjective question that is beyond the scope of our assessment to answer. Nor can it answer, for that 

matter, the question of whether all taxpayers in the county or region should be asked to pitch in to 

support a broad spectrum of arts, cultural, recreational, and entertainment assets that hold different 

value for different citizens. 

Our findings do suggest, however, that if Milwaukee is interested in building upon its national 

reputation as a city that – according to one travel publication – “strikes the right balance between big 

city verve and small town friendliness,” then additional public investment in its existing array of arts, 

cultural, and entertainment venues likely will be required. In our follow-up report, we will consider 

several approaches for defining and generating that investment in an effort to ensure that the debate 

about additional public funding is tied to consideration of strategies that will equitably and effectively 

meet the identified needs.  
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INTRODUCTION 

A review of several recent travel-related articles on Milwaukee – from sources as diverse as AAA 

Magazine, Celebrity Café.com, Triathlete, and Twenty-Something Travel – reveals numerous common 

and familiar themes. Most tout the city’s great festivals, affordable accommodations, awesome beer, 

and “urban charm that strikes the right balance between big city verve and small town friendliness.”1   

Another prominent theme, which may be less familiar to many Milwaukeeans, is rave reviews for the 

city’s arts and cultural scene. One prominent West Coast travel website, for example, notes that 

Milwaukee ranks as one of the top cities in the country for per capita donations for the arts, and gushes 

that “the result of this generosity is a world-class symphony, ballet, opera, as well as many theater 

venues.”2 

This positive feedback from outsiders belies the struggles of elected and civic leaders to appropriately 

support the city’s arts and cultural offerings. During the past decade alone, comprehensive reports on 

the condition of the region’s arts, recreational, and cultural facilities have been issued by a Milwaukee 

County Parks, Recreation and Culture Funding Task Force; the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee’s 

Center for Urban Initiatives and Research; and the Cultural Alliance of Greater Milwaukee. Earlier 

reports also were issued by the Milwaukee County Commission for the 21st Century, the Public Policy 

Forum, and special task forces formed by the Milwaukee mayor and the Milwaukee County Board of 

Supervisors. 

It is noteworthy that each report came to the same general conclusion: there is strong public support for 

vibrant arts, cultural, and recreational amenities in Greater Milwaukee, but stagnant public funding, 

fierce competition with other local government needs, and growing infrastructure challenges are 

threatening the health and sustainability of our major cultural and recreational institutions. 

Furthermore, each report cited problems with the use of local property tax dollars as the primary means 

of publicly supporting arts, cultural, and recreational facilities in Milwaukee.  

Earlier this year, with a grant from the Spirit of Milwaukee, the Public Policy Forum launched a 

comprehensive research effort to revisit the question of whether and how to create a dedicated public 

funding source to support the region’s arts, cultural, and entertainment assets. The project was 

designed to address several questions surrounding funding needs and options that have yet to be 

thoroughly explored, including the following: 

 How much dedicated public funding would be needed on an annual basis to ensure the health of 

Milwaukee County’s major arts, cultural, and entertainment institutions, as well as its parks? 
 

 How might the list of institutions that require and would be eligible for such funding be defined, 

and how should the dollars be allocated among those institutions? 

                                                           
1
 Allison Hyman-Tibaldi, Family Travel Forum website, http://myfamilytravels.com/content/59586-milwaukee-

wisconsin-family-attractions.  
2
 Janice Nieder, “Milwaukee – the City of Creativity”, Stark Insider, November 5, 2012. 

http://myfamilytravels.com/content/59586-milwaukee-wisconsin-family-attractions
http://myfamilytravels.com/content/59586-milwaukee-wisconsin-family-attractions
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 What dedicated public funding mechanisms exist, and what are the pros and cons associated 

with each? 

This report represents the first of two comprehensive analyses that will address these and related 

questions. In this report, we focus on the fiscal condition of Milwaukee County’s arts, cultural, 

recreational, and entertainment institutions, including an assessment of their need for public financial 

support. In our second report – to be released early in 2014 – we will explore how other metropolitan 

areas have addressed the need for dedicated funding for their quality-of-life assets, and then model 

some possible approaches for Metropolitan Milwaukee. 

A primary focus of this report is the cultural and recreational facilities owned by Milwaukee County 

government, several of which recently have been the subject of public deliberation regarding their 

financial and physical condition. We begin with a broad overview of Milwaukee County’s finances to 

illustrate the connection between the county’s overall fiscal challenges and its ability to support its parks 

and cultural assets. Next, we conduct an in-depth examination of the county-owned facilities, examining 

both their ongoing and future operational and capital needs. 

To help illustrate the needs of privately-owned arts and cultural amenities and explore whether they 

should be considered as part of a new public funding mechanism, the report also assesses the fiscal 

condition of a handful of those institutions. In addition, we briefly review the finances of the county’s 

three largest sports and convention facilities – the Wisconsin Center, Miller Park and the Bradley Center 

– given ongoing public discussions about linking those entities to efforts to identify a new public funding 

mechanism to support the region’s arts and cultural assets.  

Our second report will provide detailed reviews of five metro areas that employ dedicated funding 

sources for cultural, recreational, and entertainment facilities. The reviews will explain the rationale for 

each dedicated funding source, its mechanics, its governance structure, and how eligibility for inclusion 

was determined. Using the insights gleaned from those analyses and the needs assessments contained 

in this report, the report will then model four broad options for new dedicated public funding sources to 

support arts, cultural, recreational, and entertainment facilities in Milwaukee County.  

Ultimately, the decision about whether to pursue new or enhanced dedicated public funding sources to 

support quality-of-life assets in Milwaukee County will be determined not only by residents’ views on 

the importance of those assets to the region’s economy and livability, but also by their perceptions of 

the institutions’ needs, and of the fairness and affordability of proposed funding sources. This report – 

and the report that will follow early next year – hopefully will inform those perceptions by providing a 

clearer picture of the fiscal condition of Milwaukee County’s major institutions, and greater insight into 

the ways other metro areas have grappled with similar challenges.   
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Introduction 

Recent public discussions regarding the need 

for a new, dedicated public funding source for 

arts, cultural, and recreational institutions in 

Milwaukee have been tied, in large part, to the 

financial challenges facing Milwaukee County 

government. Those challenges – involving both 

the county’s annual operating and capital 

improvements budgets – have called into 

question the county’s ability to appropriately 

support its arts, cultural, and recreational 

facilities.  

In particular, a combination of extraordinary 

increases in fringe benefits spending and 

stagnant state revenues during the past decade 

has intensified the fierce competition for local 

property tax dollars among the county’s 

discretionary services (most notably parks, 

culture and transit), as greater shares of those 

dollars have been shifted to meet the needs of 

state-mandated services. In addition, strict caps 

on annual borrowing have contributed to the 

build-up of a substantial backlog of repair and 

maintenance needs for parks and cultural 

buildings, structures, and related infrastructure.  

In this section, we provide a brief overview of 

the county’s finances to provide context for 

discussion of the possible need for a new public 

funding source for arts, culture, recreation, and 

entertainment in Milwaukee County. 

  

Key Considerations: Milwaukee County 

Finances 

1. Growth in the cost of mandated functions like 
human services and public safety has outpaced 
growth in the intergovernmental revenues that 
pay for these services. As a result, the county 
has been forced to dedicate a greater share of 
its locally generated revenues to its mandated 
services. 
 

2. The county now allocates less than 10% of its 
locally generated and discretionary resources 
to support the operations of its parks and 
cultural institutions.  
 

3. In the meantime, the county’s dedication to 
controlling borrowing means the vast repair 
and maintenance needs of its buildings, 
structures, and grounds is not being met. That 
could change in 2015, however, when a 
substantial amount of past debt will leave the 
county’s books. As annual debt payments are 
reduced, county leaders must decide whether 
to increase borrowing again, or use the savings 
to offset other operating costs.  
 

4. Cultural and recreational facilities that are run 
by county departments – as opposed to private 
nonprofit organizations – must share in the 
county’s efforts to meet its retiree health care 
and pension obligations. That puts extra 
pressure on those departments – like the parks 
and zoo – whose earned revenue sources have 
difficulty keeping pace with benefit costs. 
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Operating Budget 

Milwaukee County’s total expenditure 

budget for 2013 is $1.36 billion. Of that 

amount, all but $122 million allocated for 

capital improvements is considered part 

of the county’s operating budget.  

Figure 1 breaks down the county’s 2013 

operating budget by major function. 

Three categories represent the bulk of 

the county’s operations spending:  

health and human services at $576 

million; transportation and public works 

at $237 million; and judiciary at $146 

million. Parks, Recreation and Culture 

comprises 6% of the county’s operating 

budget at $74 million. 

The county’s general debt service 

payments of $68 million are included in 

the operating budget total as indicated in 

Figure 1. The county budgets these 

payments centrally in a non-

departmental account, which means that 

debt service on capital projects for 

individual departments (including the 

parks and cultural institutions) is not 

included in the operating budgets of 

those entities and is not delineated in 

the overall budget. While this is not an 

unsound budgeting practice, it does 

obscure the annual cost incurred by the 

county to support the infrastructure 

needs of its distinct functions. 

Consequently, in past public discussions 

about the need for a dedicated funding 

source to support parks and cultural 

institutions, little attention has been paid 

to addressing the debt service 

obligations of those entities.  

The county’s total budgeted revenue in 2013 also is $1.36 billion. As shown in Figure 1, more than a 

third of that is “direct charges” at $520 million. That revenue – also known as “program revenue” – 

Figure 1: Milwaukee County 2013 Finances 
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consists largely of payments from users and reimbursement from the state and federal governments 

that is tied directly to the provision of certain services. Examples are Medicaid reimbursement for 

specific client services provided at the county’s Mental Health Complex, as well as payments from users 

of county buses, golf courses, and the zoo.  

The second largest source of revenue is state and federal revenue at $349 million. This includes $31 

million in state shared revenue, $220 million in other state revenue, and $68 million in federal revenue. 

Shared revenue is a major source of general, non-program revenue, which is distributed on a formula 

basis to counties and municipalities to help offset the cost of mandated local services. Most of the other 

state revenue consists of state grants and other state aids that are for specific programmatic purposes, 

but that are not paid as direct reimbursement for services. Examples are local highway aids or state 

grants to support the circuit courts.  

The significant influence of state and federal revenue sources in the county budget is understandable 

given that many of the county’s programs and services are mandated by the state or federal 

governments. Indeed, county governments in Wisconsin were created by the state primarily to deliver 

services at the local level on its behalf. The most prominent of these state-mandated services are in the 

areas of health and human services, courts, and corrections. Other, “discretionary” services – such as 

parks, the zoo, museums, and mass transit – have been added to the county’s roster of responsibilities 

over time after approval by the state legislature.  

About a fourth of the county’s total revenue, $347 million, comes from locally-generated sales and 

property taxes. The property tax levy provides $279 million in 2013, while the county’s one-half-cent 

sales tax is budgeted to provide $67 million.  

The Structural Deficit 

In several reports and budget briefs during the past five years, the Forum has sought to quantify and 

explain the county’s substantial “structural deficit.” A structural deficit commonly is defined as a budget 

deficit that results from a fundamental imbalance in a government’s receipts and expenditures. In the 

case of Milwaukee County, expenditure needs rose sharply from 2000 to 2010 and were driven by sharp 

increases in pension and health care costs for retirees and active employees. On the revenue side, while 

the county has seen growth in program revenue, several key state and federal revenue sources, as well 

as local property and sales tax revenues, have declined in inflationary terms.  

This tension between difficult-to-control major expenditure items and flat or declining revenue streams 

is the essence of a structural deficit. Simply put, when a government’s revenue streams cannot keep 

pace with its expenditure needs, something has to give.  

During the past two decades, an important “something” has been a shift in the use of local revenue 

sources. As many of the state and federal revenue sources that were established to support the county’s 

mandated services have not kept up with increased costs, the county has responded by increasing use of 

its local revenue sources to make up the difference. Closing the state/federal aid gap for mandated 
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services with local tax funds has placed considerable pressure on the county’s discretionary services, 

which rely much more heavily on county taxpayers.  

Figure 2 shows the 2013 budgeted distribution of the county’s local revenue sources among its various 

functions.3 Breaking down the information in this manner shows that 80% of the county’s local revenue 

sources now are consumed by the largely state-mandated functions of public safety, courts, and health 

and human services, as well as debt service obligations.  

Figure 2: 2013 budgeted local revenue sources by function 

 
Source: Milwaukee County Department of Administrative Services 

This figure brings the county’s past and future budget challenges into focus. Because it is difficult to 

reduce spending in the areas cited above due to state law or the standards set forth by an 

independently elected judiciary and sheriff, annual budget cuts necessitated by the county’s structural 

deficit typically must be borne largely by discretionary functions. That extreme budgetary pressure has 

created difficult questions regarding the county’s ability to appropriately maintain and invest in those 

functions going forward. 

  

                                                           
3
 This figure derives percentages by totaling property tax levy expenditures in each function of county government 

as shown in county departmental budgets. Adding up property tax levy expenditures in this manner produces a 
total amount that greatly exceeds the county’s annual property tax levy, as the county does not allocate other 
forms of locally generated revenue (most notably the sales tax and state shared revenue) to individual 
departmental budgets, but treats all such revenue as property tax levy. The figure, therefore, uses the total 
property tax levy amount as a proxy for the amount of local revenue that is available to county policymakers to 
allocate to county programs and services at their own discretion.  
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Debt Service/Capital Spending 

The county held approximately $748 million of direct long-term debt as of the end of 2012 per its 2013 

budget. That amount consists of about $379 million of general bonds and notes issued to finance capital 

improvements to county-owned land and buildings and major equipment purchases, and $369 million of 

pension obligation bonds and notes (POBs) issued to finance a portion of the county’s unfunded pension 

liability.  

Principal and interest payments to service the county’s capital debt are included in a non-departmental 

account in the county’s operating budget, where they are financed primarily with sales tax revenue. 

Hence, debt service represents another “fixed” spending item that draws a sizable share of the county’s 

locally-generated revenue sources and limits the amount available for discretionary functions.  

The county’s $68 million debt service payment that was budgeted in 2013 constitutes about 5% of its 

overall operations expenditures and 14% of its local revenue expenditures. POB debt service – which is 

budgeted in a separate non-departmental account and will cost about $34 million in 2013 – is allocated 

as part of the county’s annual pension fund contribution, but also serves as a fixed cost that limits the 

expenditure of local revenue sources on discretionary services.  

Closely related to debt service is capital spending. The county’s capital improvements budget is funded 

through a mix of proceeds generated from the issuance of general obligation bonds (typically paid back 

over 15 years) and a small amount of other types of debt, as well as state and federal revenue and 

revenue from private sources. The total capital improvements budget is $122 million in 2013. Of that 

amount, nearly $79 million is attributed to capital expenditures at General Mitchell International 

Airport, which are fully reimbursed by the airlines who serve the airport, airport-related user fees, and 

other non-county sources. Of the $43 million budget for capital projects outside of the airport in 2013, 

new general obligation bonds will account for about $27 million.4   

In 2003, when the county undertook a major debt restructuring initiative to seek relief from rising debt 

service payments in its operating budget, it also instituted a new debt management policy that imposed 

annual limits on general obligation bonding. That policy recognized that while the restructuring initiative 

would provide short-term operating budget relief, it would produce gradually increasing debt service 

obligations in the future. In an effort to help afford those higher future payments, county policymakers 

established caps on annual bonding for 2005 through 2008, and specified that annual increases over the 

$30 million cap for 2008 and beyond should not exceed 3%.  

The county generally has adhered to those caps and has budgeted about $30 million per year in general 

obligation bonding for much of the past decade. An exception occurred in 2010, when the county 

decided to issue bonds for several years of capital projects to take advantage of unique borrowing 

                                                           
4
 About $3 million of the $43 million consists of previously issued bonds re-allocated for new projects. 
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opportunities offered by the federal government. At the time, it also made a commitment to refrain 

from issuing any new general obligation debt in 2011 or 2012.5 

The county’s conservative debt management policies and rapid re-payment of outstanding bonds has 

earned praise from financial ratings agencies and is seen as one of the county’s primary financial 

strengths. Those fiscally prudent policies conflict with capital spending needs, however. For example, 

the five-year capital program contained in the 2014 recommended budget identifies non-airport 

infrastructure projects requiring $124 million in general obligation bonds in 2015 – more than three 

times as much as would be allowed under its debt issuance policies. While projects that comprise the 

$124 million have only been requested by county departments at this time and have not yet undergone 

scrutiny from budget staff or policymakers, they represent a reasonable reflection of the substantial 

nature of the county’s capital needs.  

Those vast needs pose a policy dilemma for the county. Its options are to exceed its debt management 

policy goal and borrow to fund a significant number of the requested projects in the next five years, thus 

possibly increasing future debt service costs above the level originally deemed prudent (and thereby 

decreasing available operating funding); adhere to its policy and defer needed infrastructure 

investment, thus possibly increasing future costs of repairs or replacements; or shrink the list of needed 

infrastructure improvements by consolidating physical operations and liquidating certain assets.  

The good news is that because of its limitations on annual bonding over the past decade, the county is 

now set up to enjoy a decrease in debt service payments of more than $15 million beginning in 2015, as 

shown in Figure 3. While this relief could be a valuable tool for the county to address longstanding 

needs in its operating budget, policymakers also could opt to forsake some or all of that relief and 

substantially increase annual bonding levels to address deferred capital needs.  

This will be a critical budget and policy decision for the county and one that may be impacted by the 

discussion about a possible new dedicated funding source for parks and cultural institutions. Should a 

new funding source be identified that would provide support for capital repairs and improvements, then 

the county would have less pressure to exceed its current bonding caps and could devote its debt 

service relief to operating budget needs. Conversely, if a new funding source provided help on the 

operating side, then the county might have greater capacity to absorb the impact of increased debt 

service that would result from exceeding its annual bonding limits.   

  

  

                                                           
5 Despite that commitment, the 2011 budget did contain authorization to issue $5 million in new general 

obligation bonds. 
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Figure 3: Milwaukee County annual debt service cost (in millions) 

 
Source: Milwaukee County Department of Administrative Services 

 

The Impact of Pension and Health Care Benefits on County Departments 

 

During the past 13 years, the challenges associated with financing and allocating pension and health 

care benefits have become perhaps the most pressing financial issue facing Milwaukee County. In 2000, 

the county’s pension and health care expenditures totaled $66.5 million, or 6.4% of the county’s overall 

expenditure budget of just over $1 billion. In 2013, the $170 million budgeted for pension and health 

care expenditures comprises 12.5% of the county’s $1.35 billion expenditure budget, making these costs 

one of the largest items in the county’s budget.  

Given the magnitude of the county’s pension and health care costs, comprehending the manner in 

which they are allocated to departmental budgets is critical to consideration of possible new funding 

sources to support county-owned parks and cultural assets. In particular, it is important to understand 

how the county allocates health care and pension costs for active employees, versus how it allocates 

those same costs (otherwise known as “legacy costs”) for retirees and inactive employees.  

Pension Funding 

Milwaukee County operates one of three public pension funds in Wisconsin (the State of Wisconsin and 

the City of Milwaukee operate the other two). Created in 1937, the Milwaukee County’s Employees’ 

Retirement System is governed by a nine-member pension board. The county’s $2 billion fund is about 

half the size of the city’s fund and only about 2.5% of Wisconsin’s Employment Retirement System.  

Milwaukee County’s pension fund is known as a defined benefit plan, as are the funds of most local and 

state governments. Under a defined benefit program, an employer legally binds and commits itself to 

providing current employees with specific benefits in their retirement. Pension funding projections 

require actuarial calculations based on multiple assumptions, such as the length of the average 
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employee’s working years, final average salary, and years in retirement. If changes occur that do not 

correspond to such assumptions—such as a change in the customary age of retirement or in the rate of 

return of investments—then the fund balance is affected. When actuarially determined assets do not 

meet actuarially determined liabilities, an unfunded liability is identified and the employer is expected to 

contribute sufficient funds to address the liability.  

Each year, the county pension board’s actuary produces an actuarial calculation of fund assets and 

liabilities that indicates the amount of the Annual Required Contribution (ARC) needed to bring the fund 

into balance. The ARC includes the so-called “normal cost,” which is the projected growth in the present 

value of benefits generated by active employees in the upcoming year; as well as any payment required 

to address the unfunded liability. The pension board transmits the ARC to the county executive and 

county board, which act on this recommendation in the annual budget.  

In the face of estimates that the county’s ARC would rise dramatically in future years, Milwaukee County 

issued $398 million in POBs in 2009 to finance its unfunded liability. The State of Wisconsin had enacted 

legislation that permitted this action contingent upon the county taking certain measures to lower bond 

risk. Annual debt service on the POBs is added to the ARC to produce the county’s total pension 

contribution in a given year. In the 2013 budget, the county’s budgeted tax levy contribution for its 

pension system is $58.6 million, which consists of the ARC ($31 million), POB debt service ($33.6 

million), and a few additional pension-related costs, minus an offset of about $8 million from 

contributions by active employees to the cost of their pension benefits. 

Health Care Funding 

Health care is Milwaukee County’s most costly fringe benefit, with budgeted expenditures of $111 

million in 2013, nearly double pension expenditures. While health care remains a key cost driver for the 

county, it is important to recognize that the county has achieved a remarkable reversal of the trajectory 

of its health care costs in recent years, due to a number of cost-saving measures. 

A substantial portion of the county’s budgeted health care cost is for retired employees. In fact, retiree 

health care costs are projected to comprise $63 million (58%) of the county’s overall net health care 

budget in 2014, a reflection both of the rising costs associated with retirees and the fact that the active 

workforce continues to shrink. 

Retiree health insurance is a so-called Other Post-Employment Benefit (OPEB) that the county budgets 

on a pay-as-you-go basis. Unlike its pension liability, there is no obligation for the county to fund 

annually any portion of the actuarially projected OPEB liability (except a small portion attributed to 

enterprise fund departments). Consequently, the county’s annual health care budget reflects the 

amount of anticipated expenditures in that year for both active employees and retirees as estimated by 

the county budget office and employee benefits staff – with input from the comptroller’s office – based 

on trend analysis and other factors. 
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Budgeting Pension and Health Care Costs 

While Milwaukee County maintains a distinct non-departmental account in which fringe benefit costs 

are budgeted, it allocates those costs in the annual budget to individual departments. One primary 

rationale for this practice is the premise that department managers should have responsibility and 

accountability for their full administrative costs. Another is that by including these costs in departmental 

budgets, the county can ensure that those departments that receive cost-based reimbursement from 

other levels of government or private partners (e.g. General Mitchell International Airport, which is 

largely funded by the airlines) can receive offsetting revenues to pay for some or all of their fringe 

benefit costs. 

This approach to budgeting fringe benefits assumes that fringe costs are part of program operations. 

The approach becomes somewhat questionable when those costs are not related to departmental 

operations, but instead reflect the county’s overall obligation for benefits guaranteed to retirees. 

The county traditionally has chosen to allocate all fringe benefit costs to departments, including legacy 

costs related to those no longer working for county government. Active health care costs are budgeted 

as a fixed cost per each full-time-equivalent employee (FTE) included in the department’s budget, while 

active pension costs are assigned as a percentage of each FTE’s budgeted salary. Legacy costs are 

allocated based on a formula that assigns each department a flat amount based on a three-year average 

of its FTEs. 

Under this approach, county departments face substantial pressure to cut back on programs and 

personnel in order to finance countywide increases in legacy costs that may have little to do with their 

actual obligations, but instead are meted out based on the size of the department’s active workforce. 

On the one hand, this approach can be justified by the notion that department heads are best placed to 

identify cost efficiencies and to develop alternative revenue sources that might sustain rapidly 

increasing expenditures, and that those departments with the largest active workforces should be best 

positioned to handle budget reductions. It also could be argued, however, that the rate of increase of 

fringe benefit expenditures has exceeded the ability of many departments to support them through 

program efficiencies or fee increases.  

For the purposes of this report, the impact of legacy costs is most relevant to the Milwaukee County 

parks and the Milwaukee County Zoo, which function as departments of county government. When 

legacy allocations assigned to those departments increase and exceed the capacity of their earned 

revenue streams and property tax allocations to similarly escalate, considerable pressure is placed on 

their operating budgets. The other county-owned arts and cultural institutions are impacted as well, but 

in an indirect fashion; their annual operating and capital allocations from the county may be threatened 

by legacy cost increases, but they are not directly apportioned a share of those increases.  
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SECTION 2 
A NEEDS ASSESSMENT OF MILWAUKEE COUNTY-OWNED 

ARTS & CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS AND  
MILWAUKEE COUNTY PARKS 
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INTRODUCTION 

The need for a new dedicated public funding source to support Milwaukee County’s arts and cultural 

facilities has been debated for years. Those who advocate for this approach argue that despite a current 

local funding commitment of nearly $21 million annually, the county’s larger fiscal challenges and its 

annual budget volatility preclude it from dedicating the resources necessary to appropriately and 

effectively operate and maintain those facilities. Those opposed, meanwhile, typically cite the already 

substantial local taxes paid for municipal, county, school district, and other services.  

Milwaukee County property and sales tax expenditures for arts and cultural entities, 2013 

 

The discussion about a dedicated public funding source for the county’s arts and cultural institutions 

often has been linked with discussion about the need for dedicated funding for its parks, which were 

budgeted to receive $42 million in local funding this year. There are several reasons for this linkage. One 

is that the county budget merges the two sets of entities into one functional area, combining the 

cultural institutions with the parks department to form the Parks, Culture, and Recreation function. 

Another is that the county parks contain several amenities that might better be defined as cultural as 

opposed to recreational, including Boerner Botanical Gardens and the Mitchell Park Domes.  

Perhaps the primary reason for this linkage, however, is the similarities between funding challenges 

facing county-owned arts and cultural institutions and the parks. As discretionary functions of county 

government, both sets of amenities must compete for resources with other functions – like public safety 

and human services – that not only must maintain service levels mandated by state government, but 

that also tend to receive greater prioritization because of their “life and death” nature.  

In addition, unlike many other county functions, neither the cultural institutions nor the parks receive 

substantial financial support from other levels of government, leaving them highly dependent on locally- 

generated resources. Finally, public accessibility is a critical element of the missions of publicly-owned 

arts and cultural institutions and parks, which may place limitations on earned revenue potential given 

the imperative to establish admissions and usage fees that are deemed affordable to most county 

residents.  
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Milwaukee County property and sales tax expenditures for parks, 2013 

 

Considerable attention has been devoted to the causes and scope of the county’s larger fiscal 

challenges, and specific infrastructure needs and operating hardships experienced by county-owned 

cultural institutions and parks have been described in audit reports and in communications to 

policymakers. Yet, there has been little detailed analysis regarding the level of ongoing public support 

that would be required to appropriately address this issue.  

Such analysis was notably absent in the debate leading up to the 2008 advisory referendum on 

enhanced funding for various discretionary county functions. The referendum proposed a one-cent 

Milwaukee County sales tax to pay for transit, parks, arts and cultural institutions, and emergency 

medical services, and to eliminate property tax support for those functions. Missing from that proposal 

– which voters supported by a 52% to 48% margin – was delineation of how the $120 million to be 

generated annually by the new sales tax would have been apportioned among the various functions, 

and whether the eventual apportionment would have met or exceeded the purported need. 

In this section, we conduct a broad assessment of the finances of the county-owned cultural institutions 

and parks and their five-year capital needs. Our objective is to provide a factual basis from which to 

consider and quantify the need for new or enhanced public funding to support these amenities, and 

from which to assess and compare the relative urgency of operational versus capital support. This 

information also will be used – in our second report – to construct several hypothetical funding models 

that will illustrate various approaches for creating a dedicated funding source to support cultural and 

entertainment assets in Milwaukee County.  
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MILWAUKEE PUBLIC MUSEUM 

Background 

The Milwaukee Public 

Museum is Wisconsin’s oldest 

and largest natural science 

museum, with 17 permanent 

exhibits boasting more than 

4.5 million specimens and 

artifacts. The museum’s 

mission is not only to share 

its various exhibits with the 

public, but also to promote 

conservation, research, and 

educational programming.  

The museum was officially 

founded in 1882, though its 

curatorial and educational 

beginnings date back to the 

1850s. It maintains a variety 

of permanent collections and 

exhibits – mostly in the realm 

of natural history – and also 

regularly hosts national 

traveling exhibits. For 

example, during the past five 

years, the museum has 

hosted special exhibits on human anatomy, mummies, the Titanic, and Egypt’s Cleopatra. The museum 

typically attracts about 500,000 to 700,000 visitors annually.  

State statutes give Milwaukee County the authority to run a natural history museum, and both the 

museum building and its collection are owned by the county. The building – located in downtown 

Milwaukee just east of the county courthouse – is a three-story, 400,000-square-foot structure that was 

completed in 1962. Since its original construction, the building has undergone several expansions and 

renovations, including additions to house the Discovery World science museum and a new IMAX theater 

that opened in 1996 (Discovery World financed its addition and half the cost of the new theater); and 

construction of a two-story, glass-enclosed butterfly wing that opened in 2000. The museum’s share of 

both the theater and the butterfly exhibit were financed largely with bonds issued by Milwaukee 

County, though MPM was responsible for the debt service on the bonds. Discovery World moved out of 

the museum building in 2006 to a new location on Milwaukee’s lakefront, and its building addition 

Milwaukee Public Museum 

1. The museum’s overreliance on traveling exhibits, growing 
pension costs, and heavy debt burden created substantial 
operating budget challenges in recent years. Those challenges 
have been ameliorated by a new financial agreement with 
Milwaukee County and changes to the museum’s business 
model, but long-term operating stability remains a concern. 
 

2. The museum faces substantial challenges on the capital side, 
with an estimated $30 million of building repair and 
improvement needs and a county capital commitment of only 
$4 million over the next four years. 

 
3. Museum officials already have secured private commitments 

for new exhibits and a modernized theater and they have 
embarked on a new capital campaign that could help bridge 
the gap between other capital needs and the county’s ability 
to finance them.      

Needs Assessment Snapshot 
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currently stands vacant. Both entities and the county recently approved MPM’s purchase of that portion 

of the building for $1 million. 

The museum originally was owned and operated by the City of Milwaukee before being transferred to 

Milwaukee County in 1976. In 1992, the county created a private nonprofit organization, MPM, Inc., to 

manage the museum. MPM is governed by a 27-member board of directors that includes 

representatives from both the county and the private sector. Though the county retains ownership and 

responsibility for the museum’s facilities and collections, MPM manages day-to-day operations and 

fundraising under a long-term lease agreement. In exchange, the county provides MPM with an annual 

subsidy to support operating expenses. Any improvements made to the facilities or collection become 

assets of Milwaukee County, regardless of whether they are financed by county or private dollars.  

About a decade after the museum became a public-private venture, severe financial troubles developed. 

Those problems stemmed in part from the museum’s inability to support the excessive debt assumed n 

the previous decade from the IMAX theater and butterfly additions. Attendance and donor support 

waned and Milwaukee County, facing its own severe fiscal struggles, cut its support. Meanwhile, 

personnel and utilities expenses climbed steadily. In hindsight, some cite an original business model with 

several flaws as a primary factor in the museum’s fiscal instability.  

MPM experienced a $7 million deficit in 2004 and a similar-sized deficit in 2005. In the spring of 2005, 

the museum’s fiscal problems erupted publicly. The museum’s president resigned, its chief financial 

officer was convicted of filing a false statement, several top managers departed, and its auditors and 

most of its governing board were replaced. 

The museum averted collapse with $6 million in county-backed bank loans and extensive cost-cutting. 

The staff was downsized from 269 to 150, and unionized workers took major pay cuts. The museum also 

sold its Tirimbina rainforest property in Costa Rica, which it had used as a research outpost. 

In 2007, negotiations between the museum’s restructured board of directors, the county, and the 

museum’s two main lenders yielded a recovery plan designed to rectify the museum’s finances for the 

long-term. The county agreed to provide $3.5 million annually in operating support over 10 years, and to 

fund $4 million in capital projects over five years. Using debt restructuring, the plan lowered the 

museum’s debt obligation and its annual debt service payments. In exchange, the museum agreed to 

begin an aggressive capital campaign to raise funds to pay back its 2005 loan and replenish its 

endowment. The combination of those efforts helped the museum right its ship, leading MPM’s 

president to declare that the financial crisis was over in 2008. 

Though the museum clearly is in far better fiscal position than it was in 2005, fundamental problems 

with the business model still remain. A perceived unsustainable reliance on traveling exhibits, a growing 

pension liability related to county employees transferred to MPM in 1992, and a continued heavy debt 

burden caused MPM officials to revisit the museum’s cash flow challenges and overall business model 

with the county. That precipitated formation of a new work group of MPM and county staff to discuss 

options to put the museum on better financial footing.  
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The work group revisited all aspects of MPM’s lease agreement with the county – which was not up until 

2017 – including the county’s operating and capital assistance and the museum’s attendance and 

fundraising goals. Ultimately, both parties agreed to a new agreement with the following terms: 
 

 The county will provide $3 million to cover the entire unfunded liability of the museum’s pension 

plan for former county employees; in exchange, the museum will raise an equivalent amount in 

private funds to pay down its existing bank debt (a commitment that already has been met). 
 

 The county’s annual operating subsidy will remain at $3.5 million through 2017, before declining by 

roughly $200,000 every even-numbered year through 2022. These funding commitments are 

contingent on the museum meeting certain attendance, fundraising and financial goals. If the 

museum successfully raises $5 million in private funding for capital improvements, however, then 

the county will sustain the $3.5 million subsidy through 2022. 
 

 The county will provide up to $4 million for capital repairs and maintenance over the next five years. 

Operating Budget 

Operating Expenditures 

Operating expenses for the Milwaukee Public Museum have fluctuated between $12.1 million and $14.6 

million over the last five years (averaging $13 million annually), as shown in Table 1. General operating 

expenditures include the museum’s exhibits and graphics function, which can swing substantially from 

year to year because of the varied costs  associated with the production and marketing of different 

traveling exhibits. For example, the substantial increase in general operating expenditures in 2012 was 

largely attributed to $3.5 million in exhibits and graphics costs associated with the Cleopatra exhibit. 

Table 1: Milwaukee Public Museum operating expenditures and revenues, 2008 to 2012* 

  2008** 2009 2010 2011 2012 
5-year 

change 

Expenditures   
   

    
General operating $10,484,000  $10,453,000  $12,380,000  $9,905,000  $12,646,490  $2,162,490  
Minor repair & maintenance $1,313,000  $1,178,000  $1,188,000  $1,239,000  $1,275,000  ($38,000) 
Debt service $515,000  $465,000  $452,000  $922,000  $640,000  $125,000 

Total expenditures $12,312,000  $12,096,000  $14,020,000  $12,066,000  $14,561,490  $2,249,490  

Revenues   
   

    
Public funding $3,503,000  $3,557,000  $3,549,000  $3,502,000  $3,502,000  ($1,000) 
Private funding $6,959,000  $7,418,000  $5,546,000  $5,057,000  $5,846,000  ($1,113,000) 
Earned revenue $5,454,000  $5,686,000  $6,935,000  $4,373,000  $4,190,000  ($1,264,000) 
Contribution from endowment $0  $0  $0  $0  $650,000  $650,000  

Total revenues $15,916,000  $16,661,000  $16,030,000  $12,932,000  $14,188,000  ($1,728,000) 

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) $3,604,000  $4,565,000  $2,010,000  $866,000  ($373,490)   

       Annual county-supported 
debt service cost 

$671,896 $697,354  $962,905  $1,246,380  $1,278,538  $606,643  

*MPM’s fiscal year runs from September 1
st

 to August 31
st

. 

** To ensure accurate trend comparison, 2008 expenditure and revenue figures do not reflect $4.8 million in private revenue 
that was generated as part of a special fundraising effort and spent for the purpose of debt reduction. 
Source: Financial figures provided by MPM and altered to remove depreciation expense. Depreciation figures were taken from 
financial statements provided to the county board. From 2008-2012, depreciation expense averaged $1.4 million annually. 
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Personnel costs are spread over all functions and make up 60% of the museum’s general operating 

expenditures, growing 11% from 2008 to 2012. A key personnel cost driver over the last several years 

has been the museum’s growing expenditures on pension and health care benefits for retirees. Under 

the original lease agreement, MPM assumed a portion of pension payments and retirement health 

benefits for the 53 employees who moved from county to MPM employment. Those employees became 

part of a pension plan exclusively for prior county employees, which offered benefits similar to those 

offered by the county. Employees newly hired by MPM had separate 401(K) plans. The agreement also 

dictated special terms for pension liability for service credit earned by MPM employees while employed 

by the county.  

The museum’s required pension contribution increased from $399,092 in 2011 to $667,325 in 2012, 

thus contributing to MPM’s poor financial performance in that year. The museum’s total pension liability 

for the 53 transferred employees stood at $10.3 million at the end of 2012, with an unfunded portion of 

approximately $4.7 million.6 The county’s recent approval of a $3 million contribution to the museum’s 

pension fund will bring the pension plan up to a full funding level and relieve it of annual required 

pension payments, at least for the time being. Without this contribution, the museum would have faced 

a $640,000 contribution in 2013. 

As noted above, the county pension contribution is contingent on the museum raising an equivalent 

amount in private donations to pay down its bank debt. The museum’s outstanding debt stood at $4.5 

million at the end of 2012. MPM already has secured commitments for the full $4.5 million to retire that 

debt and it is in the process of doing so. It also should be noted that even the $4.5 million was a vast 

improvement over MPM’s $28.8 million debt burden at the time of the financial meltdown. In recent 

years, some of that debt has been 

forgiven by banks or paid down by private 

donations.  

Finally, while not shown on MPM’s books, 

Milwaukee County has made annual debt 

service payments on bonds issued to pay 

for capital projects at the museum, as 

seen in Figure 1. Currently, there is $8.4 

million of outstanding debt service on 

MPM capital projects financed by the 

county. The 2012 debt service payment 

was $1.3 million. 

Operating Revenues 

On the revenue side, public, private, and earned revenues all play a substantial role in supporting 

museum operations, as shown in Chart 1. Private contributions are the largest source of support, though 

                                                           
6
 The museum also has $5.4 million in retiree health care obligations for these 53 employees, which are paid on a 

pay-as-you-go basis. 
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private funding amounts fluctuated widely during the 2008-2012 timeframe. The larger private 

contribution totals in 2008 and 2009 largely reflect the impacts of a $5 million “challenge grant” issued 

by two donors, which was matched by other private sector contributors.  

Chart 1: Milwaukee Public Museum revenues by source, 2008 to 2012  

 
Source: Financial figures provided by the Milwaukee Public Museum. 

 

Public funding has accounted for about 23% of museum revenues during each of the past five years. The 

county’s annual operating subsidy comprises most of the museum’s public support and has gone 

relatively unchanged, reflecting the flat $3.5 million county contribution written into the museum’s 

lease agreement. As noted above, recently approved revisions to the agreement will maintain this level 

of funding through 2022 if the museum raises $5 million in private contributions for cpaital 

improvements. This $3.5 million is about $1 million lower than the amount provided when MPM was 

created in the early 1990s. 

Earned revenue has comprised roughly 35% of operating revenues annually. Table 2 provides a 

breakdown of the museum’s earned revenue for the past four years and shows that admissions revenue 

is the museum’s largest earned revenue source, and also its most volatile.  

Table 2: Breakdown of Milwaukee Public Museum earned revenues, 2009 through 2012  

  2009 2010 2011 2012 
4-year 

change 

Admissions $3,537,841  $4,583,123  $2,086,432  $2,224,678  ($1,313,163) 
Theater/Planetarium $1,179,882  $920,982  $850,583  $772,299  ($407,583) 
Educational programs $149,007  $177,559  $188,441  $157,376  $8,369  
Restaurant and facility rentals $341,792  $226,655  $388,947  $266,761  ($75,031) 
Retail $678,959  $884,682  $740,594  $567,074  ($111,885) 
Other income $48,772  $142,500  $117,861  $201,382  $152,610  
Reclass of restricted net assets ($250,000) $0  $0  $0  $250,000  

 Total earned revenue $5,686,253  $6,935,501  $4,372,858  $4,189,570  ($1,496,683) 

Source: Financial figures taken from MPM financial statements presented to the county board.  
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Admissions revenue is highly dependent on the success of traveling exhibits and has averaged $3.1 

million over the last four years, representing 59% of the museum’s earned revenue. The museum 

recently has reassessed its dependence on the revenues generated by traveling exhibits because of their 

unpredictability. Whereas the Body Worlds exhibit drew 340,000 visitors in 2008 (120,000 more than 

expected) and generated a $2 million profit, attendance for the Cleopatra exhibit in 2012 was far below 

expectations, and its $2.3 million in revenue failed to cover its $3.2 million cost. As a result of this 

uncertainty, the museum hopes to adopt a new business model in which revenue from traveling exhibits 

is treated as supplemental funding that will be used to improve permanent exhibits and infrastructure, 

as opposed to being used to balance annual operating budgets. 

Retail revenue from the museum’s gifts shop similarly varies with attendance levels and has comprised 

an average of 14% of earned revenue over the same period. Admissions revenue to the museum’s 

theater/planetarium is another major revenue generator, accounting for an average of 18% of earned 

revenue annually. Over the last four years, theater/planetarium revenue has suffered from low 

attendance, dropping 35%. As will be discussed later in this section, the museum hopes theater revenue 

will grow as a result of recent and upcoming investments that are hoped to generate better 

programming and visibility. 

The museum does not receive parking revenue, as the parking structure that serves its patrons is owned 

by the City of Milwaukee and all parking revenues are retained by the city. MPM officials cite this 

circumstance as another restriction on its business model. They say they have approached city officials 

about the possible sharing of parking revenue, but those discussions have not produced any movement. 

Finally, transfers from the museum’s endowment can be a source of operating revenue when 

circumstances warrant such a move. Because of the loss incurred from the Cleopatra exhibit in 2012, the 

museum drew $650,000 from its endowment fund. MPM has managed to build its endowment from 

$1.9 million in 2008 to $7 million in 2012.  

Capital Budget 

Over the last five years, $7.1 million has been spent on capital projects at the museum, with most of 

that amount dedicated to basic repair and maintenance needs. As seen in Chart 2, these expenses 

largely have been supported by public funding, which consists of bond proceeds appropriated by the 

county. As part of the 2007 recovery plan, the county committed to providing $4 million for mutually 

agreed-upon capital improvements from 2008 to 2012. Actual county expenditures have exceeded that 

amount, totaling $5.5 million. County funds supported 78% of the museum’s overall capital 

expenditures during that timeframe, while private and earned revenues supported 8% and 14% 

respectively.  
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Chart 2: Prior and projected five-year capital funding comparison 

 
Source: Capital expenditures for 2008-2012 provided by the Milwaukee County Comptroller’s Office and MPM. The Milwaukee 

Public Museum provided forecasted capital expenditures for 2013 through 2017. The portion of projected projects that are 

publicly funded corresponds to the museum’s submission to the county’s Capital Improvements Committee in early 2013. 

 

Despite the county’s adherence to its recovery plan commitment, MPM officials cite a substantial 

backlog of deferred maintenance and repairs that totals nearly $30 million. A 2010 county audit 

supported that assertion, citing a number of infrastructure needs related to the museum, including 

several associated with moisture problems caused by rainwater runoff and façade/wall deterioration 

that jeopardizes exhibits.7 

The bulk of the county’s capital investment over the last five years has been used to upgrade the 

museum’s HVAC and electrical systems. In fact, 37% ($2.6 million) of the museum’s capital funding was 

allocated for a multi-phase HVAC replacement project that included a new 100-ton chiller necessary to 

maintain the appropriate environment to preserve artifacts within exhibition and storage areas. An 

additional $1 million was provided for upgrades to the museum’s aging electrical distribution system, 

while $636,000 was spent to replace aging and leaky roofing. Other smaller capital projects included 

installation of a green roof to reduce stormwater runoff (in partnership with the Milwaukee 

Metropolitan Sewerage District), façade repairs, security upgrades, door replacements, and 

gallery/exhibit renovations.  

Given that the county owns the museum building, it is not surprising that smaller amounts of earned 

revenue ($1,009,000) and private funding ($576,000) have been used to support the museum’s capital 

needs during the past five years. Earned revenue has been allocated to address repair and maintenance 

needs not covered by the county, while private funding has been used mainly to improve and repair 

permanent exhibits.  

MPM has indicated a need for $27.7 million in capital investment from 2013 through 2017. That is 

almost four times the amount of capital investment seen in the previous five years, but still fails to 

address the entirety of the $30 million list of deferred maintenance and capital needs cited by museum 

                                                           
7
 Report can be accessed at http://county.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/cntyAudit/Report1020.pdf. 

 

$7.1  

$27.7  

$0  

$5  

$10  

$15  

$20  

$25  

$30  

2008-12 capital 
expenditures 

2013-17 capital 
expenditures 

M
ill

io
n

s 

Earned revenue 

Private 

Public 

http://county.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/cntyAudit/Report1020.pdf


 Page 35 
 

officials. MPM’s 2013 submission to the county’s Capital Improvements Committee8 requests that $11.2 

million of the $27.7 million come from the county – a figure that greatly exceeds the $4 million county 

commitment for 2014-17 that is part of the recently approved amended lease agreement. The list of 

projects that comprise the $27.7 million is shown in Table 3. 

The museum also anticipates significant enhancements in earned revenue and private support for 

capital improvements during the next five years. In order to address the need for additional private 

funding, MPM has initiated a new fundraising campaign. According to MPM officials, the campaign is 

currently in an initial “quiet phase,” with the full launch not to take place until at least 50% of the funds 

are committed from major donors. While the full level, scope and timeline of the campaign have yet to 

be delineated, MPM officials suggest that campaign proceeds will be used to invest in major 

infrastructure projects, improve permanent exhibits, and increase its endowment. 

Table 3: Projected five-year capital expenditure breakdown 

Project 

2013-2017 
Capital 

Expenditures 

Repair & Replacement   

Elevator & Escalator Modernization $3,149,155  

Electrical substation distribution system replacement $2,604,796  

Museum Exterior Window Replacement  $1,779,038  

Exterior Facade Restoration $1,740,976  

Upgrade AHU level controls $561,000  

Museum Roof Replacement  $459,620  

MPM Waterproofing and Caulking- Garage & Plaza  $458,089  

Security/Fire/Life Safety System  $209,109  

MPM Replace Steam Convertor and Install CHE  $119,400  

Chilled water upgrades, install 4, VFD on riser pumps $108,000  

MPM Rectify Steam/Condensate Piping to AHU 5&6  $39,600  

Capital Improvements   

New entrance, bus turnaround, and first floor renovation $10,000,000 

Connecting Kids to Science exhibit $2,500,000  

Digital 3D Movie System $2,000,000  

Formation of Civilization exhibit $1,500,000  

Unspecified projects from earned revenue $485,000  

Total 5-year Capital Expenditures $27,713,783  

Source: The Milwaukee Public Museum provided forecasted capital expenditures for 2013-2017.  

Projected public funding amounts correspond to the museum’s submission to the county’s  

Capital Improvements Committee in early 2013. 

 

The following provides additional details on major capital investments proposed by MPM over the next 

five years: 

 Exterior facade restoration – Restoration of the museum’s façade is MPM’s top priority 

according to its submission to the county’s Capital Improvements Committee. A 2010 consultant 

report detailed a list of needed repairs to the outer facade, which include replacement of 

                                                           
8
 Milwaukee County created a Capital Improvements Committee as part of the 2013 budget that is charged with 

reviewing five-year capital submissions from departments and non-departmental units and developing an overall 
five-year capital plan for the county. The committee includes the county budget director, comptroller, several 
department heads, the co-chairs of its finance and personnel committee, and two municipal officials. 
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several deteriorating panels that line the museum’s outer walls. MPM already has initiated work 

on the project and has requested $1.7 million from the county to eventually restore all four 

sides of the building, though private funds also will support the restoration. 
 

 Exterior window replacement – As the façade repairs take place, the museum also would like to 

replace rapidly deteriorating exterior windows that have allowed moisture to permeate through 

to the interior, impacting the climate in office spaces and, more importantly, the exhibit spaces 

that house the museum’s collections. The museum has had to mitigate adverse climate 

conditions with increased energy use. According to museum officials, without replacement, the 

structure itself will continue to be compromised, its collections will be threatened, and its utility 

costs will be higher than necessary. This project is estimated to cost $1.8 million. 
 

 Elevator and escalator modernization – The museum’s escalators and elevators were installed 

in 1962 and require significant modernization to meet today’s safety standards. The museum 

has requested $3.1 million over the 2013 to 2017 timeframe for modifications and replacement 

of its main freight elevator, gift shop and green house freight elevators, and two passenger 

elevators. This project is anticipated to continue into 2018 with another $4.2 million investment 

to modernize six escalators, bringing the total cost to $7.3 million. 
 

 Electrical substation distribution replacement – The museum also has requested county 

funding to continue upgrades to its electrical system. Though these upgrades have not made it 

into the county’s more recent capital plans, its 2010 plan did show a projected 2013 and 2014 

investment of $2.6 million. The museum’s submission to the Capital Improvements Committee 

revisits this need, requesting the same amount to pursue additional electrical upgrades. 
 

 Additional major repair and maintenance – The museum has requested an additional $2 million 

in public funding to address other major maintenance needs, which include digitizing HVAC air 

handling unit controls, continued replacement of sections of failed roofing, and a more 

advanced security system to better protect the museum’s collections and visitors. 
 

 New entrance, bus turnaround, and first floor renovation – MPM is seeking $10 million in 

private funding to demolish the former Discovery World addition and to create a renovated first 

floor and entrance area. The new entrance would involve exterior and interior renovations to 

the eastern side of the building, as well as a new bus turnaround that would allow for safer pick-

up and drop-off of students and other visitors. 

 

 New digital 3D movie system – In order to boost the theater experience and mitigate declining 

attendance, the museum will invest $2 million in private funds – including $1.6 million from the 

Daniel M. Soref National Trust – to incorporate a new digital “immersive 3D” movie system. 

MPM has dropped its association with IMAX and has begun to phase in the new system, which 

will include new digital projection equipment, a new seamless dome screen, and an enhanced 

sound system. This investment is a partnership with National Geographic, which will provide 

most of the educational 3D film content and will give the museum greater marketing leverage.  
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 Formation of Civilization exhibit – The museum also is expanding its permanent exhibits to 

include a new exhibit that will cover the formation of civilization. This will be the first new 

permanent exhibit since the 2000 introduction of the Puelicher butterfly exhibit. The new 

exhibit will be supported through $1.5 million of private funds and is expected to open in 2015.  

 

 Connecting Kids to Science exhibit – This new exhibit will be designed to excite young people 

about science by engaging them in real projects alongside actual scientists. In partnership with 

NEON (National Ecological Observation Network), the exhibit will use continental-scale 

observatory data to study the impact of climate change, invasive species, water quality and land 

use changes. The project’s $2.5 million cost will be covered by private funds. It is expected to 

open in 2016. 

Summary of Financial Needs 

Operations 

The new lease agreement between the county and MPM secures a relatively steady $3.5 million county 

funding commitment to museum operations. Moreover, the county’s $3 million contribution to the 

museum’s unfunded pension liability will relieve MPM of annual pension payments, thus removing a 

significant expenditure pressure. In fact, the pension and debt service relief secured by the new 

agreement – combined with MPM’s recent fundraising success – will improve the museum’s cash flow 

by approximately $1.1 million annually. Consequently, it would appear that the need for a new 

dedicated funding source to support and/or enhance MPM’s operating budget has diminished. 

Capital 

The museum’s need for dedicated funding appears much more pressing on the capital side. As noted 

above, MPM officials have estimated a backlog of deferred capital and maintenance costs totaling close 

to $30 million. They have requested $11.2 million in county support over the next five years to address a 

portion of those costs, but securing even that amount would appear to be a challenge given that the 

county only has committed $4 million through 2017 in the new lease agreement.  

A new funding source could be used to address individual capital improvement and repair projects or to 

generally fill the gap between the $11 million of capital repairs requested by the museum and the $4 

million capital commitment made by the county. Moreover, should the county struggle to meet its $4 

million capital commitment given its other critical capital needs, a new revenue source could be used in 

its place. Using a new funding source to cash finance these repairs – as opposed to issuing bonds – also 

would put less strain on the county’s bonding capacity and mitigate annual debt service costs. 

Though the museum’s foremost capital priority is its deferred repair backlog, MPM officials also are 

pursuing several improvements that would have the potential to enhance earned revenue, such as the 

new Formation of Civilization and Connecting Kids to Science exhibits. MPM plans to raise $4 million in 

private donations to pay for the two exhibits, and relief of that obligation would allow greater focus on 

private fundraising for other facility needs and its endowment.   
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MARCUS CENTER FOR THE PERFORMING ARTS 

Background 

The Marcus Center for the 

Performing Arts is a central 

fixture within Milwaukee’s arts 

and entertainment landscape. 

The facility was built in the late 

1960s at a cost of nearly $13 

million. Its purpose was to 

coalesce area theater, music, 

and dance groups at a central 

location, and to provide 

Milwaukee with a world-class 

entertainment venue.  

The Marcus Center was 

conceived as a public-private 

partnership. Built with mostly 

private funds, the building was 

turned over to Milwaukee 

County to own for the public 

good. The center originally fell 

under the umbrella of the War 

Memorial, Inc., which was 

created decades ago to govern 

most of the county-owned arts 

and cultural facilities. Today, it is 

governed by its own nonprofit corporation with a distinct 25-member board, which includes seven 

members who are appointed by the Milwaukee County executive and approved by the county board.  

Several of Milwaukee’s major performing arts groups showcase their work at the Marcus Center, 

including the Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra, the Milwaukee Ballet, the Florentine Opera, and First 

Stage. The Marcus Center also is Milwaukee’s main venue for Broadway and off-Broadway musicals. 

Non-performance use of the facility – such as for weddings and special events for cultural groups and 

corporations – comprises about 15% of its business. In 2012, the Marcus Center attracted 569,000 

visitors to various concerts, performances, and special events. 

Major capital improvements that have occurred since the facility’s construction include a $27 million 

public/private renovation project, featuring an all-glass east façade, in the mid 1990s; and a $1.1 million 

privately-funded LED lighting system completed in 2008 that provides striking nighttime illumination for 

Marcus Center for the Performing Arts 

1. The Marcus Center’s operating budget is in solid shape – 
increases in earned revenue have offset cuts in county 
support and debt levels are quite low. Barring further sharp 
reductions in county support, operating needs appear 
manageable.  
 

2. The center’s most pressing need involves its parking 
structure, which requires substantial repair/renovation. A 
proposed plan to rebuild the structure with added capacity 
and retail space is being discussed with the county, city, 
and possible lenders, but its fate is uncertain.    

 
3. The center has additional important short-term 

infrastructure needs that it has asked the county to fund, 
but that pose a challenge given the pressures on the 
county’s overall capital improvements budget. 

Needs Assessment Snapshot 
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the building exterior. The Marcus Foundation donated a multi-million-dollar lead gift toward the 

renovation project, which led to the center’s renaming in 1996.  

The Marcus Center features three main performances spaces, two banquet rooms, rehearsal halls, 

meeting rooms, and an outdoor pavilion and children’s stage. The combination of these spaces allows 

for a variety of concerts, operas, dance performances, musicals, live theater, and special events. Uihlein 

Hall is the largest theater with a seating capacity of 2,305. The Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra, 

Milwaukee Ballet, Florentine Opera, Milwaukee Youth Symphony Orchestra, and Broadway productions 

all perform in this space. The 500-seat Todd Wehr Theater is the performing hall for First Stage, while 

the 475-seat Vogel Hall functions as an off-Broadway theater, as well as performance space for the 

Florentine Opera and Hansberry Sands Theatre. 

Although Milwaukee County owns the Marcus Center facility, the center’s nonprofit corporation owns 

the parking structure, which is attached via skywalk. The parking structure occupies land owned by the 

City of Milwaukee, which leases the land to the center for one dollar per year. The current 50-year lease, 

which expires in 2019, requires all excess revenue that the structure generates after operational 

expenses to be shared equally with the city. Both entities deposit their shares in a restricted parking 

structure reserve fund used solely for improvements and renovation to the structure. 

Operating Budget 

The Marcus Center’s annual operating expenditures averaged $9.2 million from 2008 to 2012, as shown 

in Table 1. The operating budget for 2013 is $9.9 million. Year-to-year expenditure and revenue 

fluctuations often reflect the number and types of performances scheduled and other space rental 

activity. 

Table 1: Marcus Center operating expenditures and revenues, 2008 to 2012* 

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
5-year 

change 

Expenditures   
   

    

General operating $8,917,334 $7,583,376 $7,890,136 $8,784,523 $7,836,587 ($1,080,747) 

Minor repair and maintenance $684,781 $657,586 $703,808 $768,084 $651,951 ($32,830) 

Debt service $486,662 $291,586 $278,794 $255,710 $13,306 ($473,356) 

Total expenditures $10,088,777 $8,532,548 $8,872,738 $9,808,317 $8,501,844 ($1,586,933) 

Revenues   
   

    

Public Funding $1,280,000 $2,473,024 $1,449,809 $1,379,130 $1,199,917 ($80,083) 

County $1,280,000 $1,280,000 $1,280,000 $1,280,000 $1,088,000 ($192,000) 

City (Parking reserve) $0 $1,193,024 $169,809 $99,130 $111,917 $111,917  

Private funding $480,726 $129,870 $1,153,085 $344,971 $572,956 $92,230  

Earned revenue $9,310,078 $7,442,376 $7,026,691 $9,135,980 $7,243,458 ($2,066,620) 

Other ($26,259) $126,174 $101,311 $27,101 $82,794 $109,053  

Total revenues $11,044,545 $10,171,444 $9,730,896 $10,887,182 $9,099,125 ($1,945,420) 

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) $955,768 $1,638,896 $858,158 $1,078,865 $597,281   
 

      Annual county-supported 
debt service cost $1,395,204  $1,381,624  $1,491,928  $1,660,275  $1,473,027  $77,823 

*The Marcus Center’s fiscal year runs from January 1
st

 to December 31
st

. 
Source: Financial figures provided by the Marcus Center and do not include depreciation expense. From 2008 to 2012, 

depreciation expense averaged $951,900 annually. 
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Operating Expenditures 

Personnel costs represent the largest component of the general operating category, representing 50% of 

the overall budget. The Marcus Center has a staff of roughly 40 full-time and 60 part-time employees 

and, depending on activity, as many as 100 call-in stagehands. A contract with Broadway Across America 

– which is spread across several expenditure categories and was renewed in December 2012 for eight 

years – constitutes another large expenditure category. Building repair and maintenance made up an 

average of $693,000, or 7.6%, of the Marcus Center’s operating budget annually during the 2008-2012 

timeframe. 

The Marcus Center currently has very 

little debt service in its own operating 

budget, as reflected by the $13,300 debt 

service expenditure in 2012. Prior to 2012, 

the center spent far more on debt service 

because of the need to repay $5.8 million 

in county bonds issued in the 1990s as a 

loan to the Marcus Center for its facility 

renovation project. This year, the center 

will continue to make an annual principal 

payment of $7,500 for a 1985 loan that 

paid for renovations to the parking 

structure. That loan will be fully paid off in 

2014. 

To repay the $5.8 million loan from Milwaukee County, the Marcus Center created a facility fee that was 

charged on each ticket sold. Now that the loan has been repaid, facility fee income is used for major 

maintenance and small capital needs that are not funded by the county. Small capital items have 

included ticketing and computer technology, signage, and stage equipment. At the end of 2012, cash 

available from accumulated facility fees 

stood at $1.3 million. 

Other recent capital projects at the 

Marcus Center have been financed by 

the county, with debt service payments 

on those projects paid as part of the 

county’s annual debt service 

appropriation rather than by the Marcus 

Center. The county paid $1.5 million for 

debt service on Marcus Center capital 

projects in 2012. The county currently 

holds $5.3 million of outstanding debt on 

Marcus Center capital projects. 
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Figure 2: Milwaukee County debt service 
payments for Marcus Center projects 
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 Operating Revenues  

 

The Marcus Center generated an average of $10.2 million in revenue support during the 2008-2012 

timeframe. As shown in Chart 1, the bulk of support for operations comes from earned revenue, 

including ticket sales, space rental income, and parking revenue. Earned revenue has supported an 

average of 79% of total revenue over this period, at $8 million annually. Table 2 contains a more 

detailed breakdown of the components of the earned revenue category in 2012. 

 

Chart 1: Marcus Center revenues by source, 2008 to 2012  

 
Source: Financial figures provided by the Marcus Center. 

 

Table 2: Breakdown of Marcus Center earned revenue by type, 2012  

Earned revenue category 2012 

% Of total 
earned 

revenue 

Ticket sales $2,121,115 29% 

Service and reimbursements $1,393,309 19% 

Facility rentals $1,263,485 17% 

Parking revenue $1,018,117 14% 

Facility fee income $754,188 10% 

Ticketing income $230,604 3% 

Equipment rental $204,579 3% 

Concession income $193,668 3% 

Other $64,393 1% 

Total earned revenue $7,243,458   

Source: Financial figures taken from the Marcus Center’s 2012 financial statement. 

 

It is important to note that each of the nonprofit organizations housed in the Marcus Center retains its 

own ticket sale revenue. Per its contract with Broadway Across America, however, the Marcus Center 

receives 37.5% of Broadway ticket sales, making that a substantial source of revenue for the center. 
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According to Marcus Center officials, this revenue stream, as well as the Milwaukee County property tax 

contribution (described below), allow it to offer performance spaces at low rental costs to its nonprofit 

tenants. Revenue from all space rentals brings in $1.3 million annually, while reimbursement for services 

provided by Marcus Center staff (along with equipment rentals) to resident organizations and other 

facility users generates an additional $1.6 million per year. 

Approximately $1 million in annual parking revenue supports the operations of the Marcus Center 

parking structure. This does not reflect parking revenue in excess of that needed to operate the 

structure in a given year. As explained earlier, that excess revenue is directed to a parking reserve fund, 

which held $855,000 at the end of 2012. Parking revenues are generated mostly from monthly parking 

rentals and paid event parking at Marcus Center performances.  

Milwaukee County has provided an annual contribution to Marcus Center operations since the facility’s 

inception. The county’s $1.1 million contribution in 2012, which comprises roughly 12% of Marcus 

Center operating revenues, represents a 

decline from previous years. The 

contribution stood at $1.6 million in the 

early 2000s before being reduced to $1.3 

million in 2004 and $1.1 million in 2012. 

The Marcus Center has successfully 

replaced county property tax levy with 

earned revenue and other sources, and it 

aims to become financially self-reliant 

over time by building its earned revenue 

streams even further. A key element in 

doing so will be the proposed construction 

of a new and expanded parking structure, 

as will be explained below. 

The Marcus Center receives some private funding through corporate sponsorships and donations, but 

the organization typically does not conduct annual fundraising for private donations so as not to 

compete with other arts organizations. Over the last five years, private funding has comprised roughly 

5% of the Marcus Center’s total revenues. 

Capital Budget 

From 2008 to 2012, the Marcus Center spent $9.5 million on several capital projects, an average of $1.9 

million annually. As shown in Chart 2, public financing supported the majority (56%) of project costs. 

Most of that support came from Milwaukee County bond proceeds, though the center also paid for 

some parking structure-related projects with draws from the city’s share of the parking reserve fund. 

The remaining projects were largely financed through earned revenue.  
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Chart 2: Prior and projected five-year capital funding comparison 

 
Source: Capital expenditure history for 2008-2012 provided by the Milwaukee County Comptroller’s Office and expanded to 

include projects funded by the parking reserve fund as provided by the Marcus Center. The Marcus Center provided forecasted 

capital expenditures for 2013- 2017 which align with the county’s 2013 five-year capital plan and its submission to the county’s 

Capital Improvements Committee in early 2013. The cost of a new, expanded parking structure also is added. 

 

Chart 2 shows that the Marcus Center has projected capital needs totaling $36.6 million for the 2013-17 

timeframe, which is $27.1 million more than the previous five-year period. This difference largely 

reflects the hoped-for reconstruction and expansion of the parking structure which, if approved, likely 

would be privately financed. Table 3 provides a detailed breakdown of projected capital spending for 

the next five years.  

 

Table 3: Projected five-year capital expenditure breakdown  

Project 

2013-2017 
capital 

expenditures 

Repair & Replacement   

HVAC upgrade $4,317,400  

Pedestrian pavement replacement $2,413,000  

Todd Wehr elevator modernization $1,718,600  

Parking structure repairs $350,000  

Technology infrastructure $148,807  

Capital Improvements   

Expanded replacement parking structure $25,000,000  

Vogel Hall renovation $1,992,262  

Others Projects $615,227  

Total 5-year Capital Expenditures $36,555,295  

Source: The Marcus Center provided forecasted capital expenditures for 2013-2017,  

which align with the county’s 2013 five-year capital plan and its submission to the  

county’s Capital Improvements Committee in early 2013. In addition, this table adds  

construction of a new, expanded parking structure. 
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The following briefly summarizes the Marcus Center’s major capital needs over the next five years: 

 Heating/Cooling: As part of an ongoing initiative to retrofit 20% of all county buildings annually with 

high-performing, energy-efficient technology, the county approved a multi-year project that would 

upgrade the Marcus Center’s heating and cooling system by replacing all five major air handling 

systems. From 2008 to 2012, $2.5 million was spent on that effort; according to the county’s 2013 

capital plan, an additional $4.3 million will go toward the final two phases in 2013 and 2014. 
 

 Pedestrian Pavement Replacement: The Marcus Center began work in 2009 to implement a master 

plan created for its perimeter. The plan emphasizes stormwater management with much of the 

work dedicated to replacing concrete and brick pavements with more pervious materials. Rain 

gardens and other landscape improvements build on that focus. A total of $429,000 was spent on 

this project from 2008 through 2012, and the county has planned for an additional $2.4 million over 

the next five years to complete the project. 
 

 Elevator Renovations: Elevator renovations have occurred within the Todd Wehr Theater and are 

anticipated for additional elevators in Uihlein Hall. The Todd Wehr Theater elevator has been in 

place since the Marcus Center was originally built, and an evaluation has found it to be past its 

useful life and in need of hydraulic valve replacements, new door operating equipment, and other 

work necessary to bring the entire system ADA compliant and up to code. The Uihlein Hall elevators 

are just as old and in equally dated condition, necessitating similar updates. Elevator modernization 

has incurred $236,000 from the county over the last five years and is anticipated to require an 

additional $1.7 million in county capital appropriations through 2015. 
 

 Vogel Hall Renovation: This renovation will refurbish the theater, expand the Vogel Hall lobby, and 

provide handicapped-accessible restrooms. In the county’s current five-year capital spending plan, it 

is anticipating a capital appropriation of about $2 million for renovation of Vogel Hall in 2015. 

Marcus Center officials have indicated that they plan to raise $1 million in private funding to support 

part of that cost.  
 

 Parking structure redevelopment: According to a recent assessment conducted by an engineering 

consulting firm, $4.5 million was spent on repairs to the Marcus Center parking structure between 

1971 and 2012. Of that amount, $3.1 million was incurred in the last five years. The assessment also 

delineated various additional repair and maintenance issues, some of which should be addressed in 

the near future. Immediate needs include deck replacements, repair of some ramps and 

replacement of several others, beam repairs, and patching in areas with crumbling concrete.  
 

One option to address these issues is to continue to repair the current structure, which the 

consultant estimates would require at least $4.8 million in the near term ($250-350,000 in both 

2013 and 2014 and an additional $4.3 million in 2015). This does not take into account regular 

maintenance costs of $30-40,000 annually. According to the consultant’s assessment, while the $4.8 

million investment would provide for necessary repairs, the “overall practical life” of the structure is 

no more than 10 years. 
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A second option would be to demolish the current parking structure and replace it with a new one 

with a similar footprint. The engineering consultant indicated that a replacement structure with 700 

stalls at a median cost of $22,000 per stall would cost $15.4 million.  
 

The Marcus Center has proposed a third option of building a new parking structure with expanded 

capacity of 1,000 to 1,173 stalls (as compared to the current 700). Marcus Center officials believe 

the new capacity is necessary to match demand, particularly during peak periods. In addition, the 

proposed structure would be built with retail space on the first floor and to specifications necessary 

to allow for further commercial or “catalytic” growth on top of the structure. The estimated cost for 

this proposed parking structure is $25 million, as reflected in Table 3.  
 

Marcus Center officials currently are working to assemble the public and private financing and 

approvals that will be necessary to undertake the third option and believe they have a tight deadline 

for doing so. The initial expenditures required to maintain the current structure through its 10 

remaining years of practical life can be cash financed from the parking structure reserve fund – in 

fact, the $350,000 for 2013 repairs already has been expended. In order to pay for repairs required 

in 2015, the Marcus Center would need to borrow $4.3 million, as the reserve fund will have been 

depleted. Center officials see that as an unwise investment given that it only would add 10 more 

years of useful life to the structure. The center has secured loan commitments from banks totaling 

$25 million for the expanded structure, and officials currently are engaged in discussions with 

county, city, and state officials on securing the public commitments required to move the project 

forward. 

Summary of Financial Needs 

Operations 

The Marcus Center has successfully accommodated a 32% decline in Milwaukee County operating 

support during the past decade. In fact, whereas county support constituted 18.5% of the center’s 

revenues in 2002, it accounted for only 12% in 2012. The center has been able to manage this reduction 

through a variety of strategies, including efforts to reduce overhead costs and increase earned revenues, 

as well as the gradual reduction of debt service payments. But its ability to use those strategies to offset 

further reductions in county support is questionable given its escalating capital needs (which may 

require it to take on new debt), the finite number of performances it can accommodate, and the 

competitive entertainment market in which it functions.  

The Marcus Center continues to pursue several avenues for additional earned income. For example, 

improved concessions/kitchen capability is expected to increase the use of the grounds for special 

events and performances, which would enhance rental, ticket, and concessions revenues. Renovation of 

Vogel Hall and its related lobby expansion also are expected to produce increased hall usage and a 

growth in concessions revenue. 

The most comprehensive long-term solution, however, is the new and expanded parking structure plan. 

Parking revenue projections provided by the Marcus Center – which include both the additional parking 
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stalls and an increase in monthly parking rates – indicate that the center would see its parking revenue 

increase from $1 million to $2.5 million once the structure nears capacity.  

The current projections assume that for the first several years of operation, the annual debt service on 

the new structure would be financed with the existing Milwaukee County property tax levy contribution 

and a share of the increased parking revenue. This approach would allow the Marcus Center to use the 

remaining portion of increased parking revenue to keep up with growing operational needs (which is 

particularly important given the previous decline in public funding). It is projected that the county 

contribution gradually could be reduced, but potential elimination of the subsidy likely would need to 

wait until after the debt on the new structure is retired, 27 years after its issuance. Consequently, there 

appears to be a need for continued annual public operating support for the Marcus Center in at least the 

million-dollar-per-year range for the foreseeable future.  

Capital 

The Marcus Center’s immediate financial needs appear to be greater on the capital side than the 

operations side, given the $36.6 million in identified projects during the next five years, which eclipses 

the previous five-year total of $9.5 million. A key issue, of course, is the disposition of the parking 

structure question. Under a scenario in which a new, expanded structure is built, the structure would 

cost $25 million plus interest. It is uncertain how a new replacement structure would be financed and 

what the county’s financial participation would be. 

If dedicated to capital support, a new source of public funding hypothetically could entirely or partially 

cash finance either an expanded or replacement structure, thus eliminating or reducing interest costs 

and debt service payments. The absence of such debt service payments could allow the county to 

reduce or eliminate its property tax levy contribution, and/or could allow the Marcus Center to use the 

increased parking revenue generated by the new structure to bolster its operating budget. Because the 

City of Milwaukee owns the parking structure land and the existing lease agreement is in effect until 

2019, the city also would have to be a party to such an agreement.  

Alternatively, an annual allocation from a new public funding mechanism could serve as the funding 

source used to pay off the principal and interest for the Marcus Center’s bank loan or the county’s bond 

issuance for a new structure, thus similarly reducing or eliminating the need for county levy support 

and/or freeing up additional parking revenue for Marcus Center operations. Under the terms 

established in the current proposal for a new and expanded structure, annual debt service payments 

would amount to roughly $1.3 million annually. As explained previously, debt service is currently paid 

using revenue from facility fees imposed on ticket sales, which also can be used for other maintenance 

needs. 
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WAR MEMORIAL CENTER & MILWAUKEE ART MUSEUM 

Background 

The Milwaukee County War 

Memorial Center (WMC) 

opened in 1957 with a 

mission of “honor(ing) the 

dead by serving the living.” 

Built with $2.7 million in 

private funds on lakefront 

land owned by Milwaukee 

County, and designed by 

renowned architect Eero 

Saarinen, the center was 

intended both to 

memorialize the nation’s war 

dead and to promote 

Milwaukee’s visual and 

performing arts community.  

In fact, the private sector 

entities who began raising 

money for the building in 

1945 originally intended to 

build a war memorial plus 

two additional facilities that 

would separately house a 

visual arts museum and a performing arts venue. When fundraising fell short, the project became a 

single structure to serve both as a memorial and an art museum. Today, that legacy lives on through the 

expanded Milwaukee Art Museum (MAM), which continues to be housed in space within and attached 

to the original WMC building. The WMC also continues to serve its original mission of honoring and 

memorializing the nation’s veterans. 

The WMC’s governing structure also reflects its dual purpose. The center is governed by Milwaukee 

County War Memorial, Inc. (WMI), a nonprofit organization with a 15-member board that once also had 

broad governance authority over the county-owned Charles Allis Art Museum, Villa Terrace Decorative 

Arts Museum, and Marcus Center for the Performing Arts. WMI’s governance role over those three 

entities has diminished over the years, however, as each has formed its own board and developed its 

own relationship with Milwaukee County.  

Milwaukee County War Memorial Center and 

Milwaukee Art Museum 

1. The War Memorial Center relies heavily on operating support 
from Milwaukee County, which has been problematic given 
the flat nature of that support and the center’s limited ability 
to enhance other revenue streams. A new increased funding 
commitment from the county will help, but identifying other 
avenues for revenue growth also appears imperative. 
 

2. Both the center and the Milwaukee Art Museum have 
suffered from significant deterioration of the facility’s basic 
infrastructure, which reflects a lack of county capital support 
to address both emerging needs and preventive 
maintenance. A new $25 million capital plan negotiated by 
the county and the two parties should address those basic 
needs and allow for important capital improvements, though 
the county’s effort to meet its share ($10 million) may 
jeopardize its ability to address the pressing needs of other 
cultural and recreational facilities. 

Needs Assessment Snapshot 
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The WMC is owned by Milwaukee County and operated by WMI under an 85-year lease agreement. As 

part of that agreement, the county has provided annual operating support to the center, a portion of 

which also supports MAM’s use of the facility. The center’s relationship with MAM, meanwhile, is 

guided by an original 25-year sublease agreement that was negotiated by MAM’s predecessor 

organizations, the Layton Art Gallery and the Milwaukee Art Institute, after they contributed to the cost 

of the original building. The sublease agreement provided permanent space within the original facility 

for the art museum’s administrative offices, art exhibits, and storage, which continues to be used by 

MAM today. In addition, the Saarinen building includes Memorial Hall, a venue used for weekly Rotary 

and Kiwanis club meetings and other events; the Veterans Courtyard, which continues to serve as a 

memorial to honor those who died serving their country; and additional office space for veterans groups 

and other organizations.  

As the collection of MAM increased, it outgrew the space available within the Saarinen building. In order 

to accommodate the growing collection, MAM raised $7 million in private donations to build an addition 

designed by local architect David Kahler, now known as the “Kahler addition.” The addition – which was 

donated to Milwaukee County – opened in 1975 and expanded the WMC eastward, adding an additional 

170,000 square feet to the 125,800-square-foot Saarinen building. The Kahler building is entirely 

occupied by MAM and remains the museum’s main gallery space. Its rooftop, however, serves as a 

venue to hold special events, generating revenue for WMC. 

MAM’s next major expansion occurred in 2001 with the opening of the $121 million Santiago Calatrava-

designed addition. To accommodate the addition, MAM, WMI, and Milwaukee County engaged in 

lengthy and complicated negotiations on amendments to the original 1954 lease and 1955 sublease 

agreements. A key amendment adopted in 1997 allowed the Calatrava addition to be built on the site of 

a parking lot just south of the Saarinen building, while also giving MAM control of several acres on the 

north side of the Saarinen building. The WMI did not realize the northern transfer would impact its 

future plans for a parking structure or educational center on that plot. In order to resolve the dispute, 

the agreements were reopened in 2001, and a new amendment gave WMI the northwest portion, while 

allowing MAM to keep the northeast portion. Control over the northeast section remained a point of 

contention until recent renegotiation of the leases. 

While Milwaukee County owns the majority of the land on which all three facilities sit, it only owns two 

of the three buildings – the Saarinen and Kahler facilities. WMI, under its lease with the county, 

historically has managed the day-to-day operations of those two buildings, overseeing all maintenance 

and mechanical systems. Milwaukee County, as the owner, is responsible for capital repairs and 

improvements. MAM has operated under a sublease with WMI for the space it uses within the two 

buildings. Amended lease agreements approved earlier this year will substantially alter these 

arrangements, however, as discussed in detail below. 

The Calatrava addition, meanwhile, sits on both county and city land and is entirely owned and operated 

by MAM. Public spaces once housed in the Kahler building were shifted to the new Calatrava structure, 

with the vacated space in the Kahler building rededicated to housing additional art galleries. The 

Calatrava structure was built as the main entrance and public gathering space of the museum and it 
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does not house permanent collection gallery space. The building is comprised mainly of a reception hall 

and public spaces, with 12,000 of its 142,000 square feet dedicated to galleries.  

Recent Revisions to WMC-MAM Relationship 

The relationship between WMC and MAM has been contentious at times because of MAM’s need for 

expansion and disputes over responsibility for the WMC’s growing infrastructure repair needs, which 

both parties attribute to the county’s inability to appropriately invest in maintaining the Saarinen and 

Kahler buildings. Both buildings possess several areas with worn and crumbling surfaces, broken glass 

panes, and unaddressed water seepage. Though MAM takes up 70% of the Saarinen and Kahler 

buildings, it has had little control over addressing these problems, which has caused its leaders great 

concern given that its 30,000 pieces of artwork (with an estimated value of $750 million) are jeopardized 

if infrastructure needs go unaddressed.  

In 2011, the county’s audit department documented the building’s pressing repair needs in a report 

entitled “New Strategies are Needed to Revitalize WMC and Fulfill its Dual Mission to Honor Veterans 

and Promote the Arts.”9  The report suggested that MAM and the other organizations under the WMI 

umbrella had outgrown the county’s capacity to support them from a capital budgeting perspective. It 

also recommended that the county direct WMI and MAM to work collaboratively on a long-term fiscal 

plan and work with county staff to identify and prioritize the WMC’s major maintenance and repair 

needs.  

The audit’s suggestion for a collaborative fiscal plan – as well as the growing urgency of the buildings’ 

repair needs – prompted policymakers to place a provision in the 2013 county budget that made a 

portion of the county appropriation for the two entities for that year contingent upon the development 

of a new lease agreement before the current agreement expired in mid-2013.10  This helped trigger 

negotiations between the two entities that eventually were helped along by an appointed mediator.  

Ultimately, new lease agreements were proposed and ratified by the county in August 2013. Under 

those agreements, WMI and MAM became legally distinct entities with separate governance structures 

in October 2013. Each entity now has direct and automatically renewable 25-year leases with the county 

and operational control over the spaces they occupy, including control of any revenue derived from 

those spaces. MAM gains control of the exterior of the lower level of the Saarinen building as well as the 

entire interior and exterior of the Kahler building, including its roof (Fitch Plaza). WMC retains control 

over event rentals at Fitch Plaza. 

In order to resolve aging infrastructure and water seepage issues that have put the museum’s art 

collection at risk, Milwaukee County and MAM have committed to collectively invest $25 million over 

the next five years for major maintenance and improvement projects (the county has committed $10 

                                                           
9
 The report can be accessed at 

http://county.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/cntyAudit/WarMemorialReportSept2011-V2.pdf.  
10

 The budget provision linked $212,500 of MAM’s operating support to the development of a new lease 
agreement, while making an “incentive” payment of the same amount to WMC also contingent upon a new lease 
agreement. 

http://county.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/cntyAudit/WarMemorialReportSept2011-V2.pdf
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million while MAM’s share is $15 million). MAM also will take control of the WMC’s heating and cooling 

systems and will work collaboratively with WMI to create a hybrid engineering model that can efficiently 

ensure recommended temperature and humidity levels within the art galleries.  

On the operating side, the county has agreed to provide annual combined support to the two entities of 

$1.6 million per year from 2014 through 2023. This is an annual increase of about $300,000 from the 

county’s combined support for the two entities in 2012, and about $100,000 higher than the annual 

support received earlier in the decade prior to a 15% cut in the 2012 budget. 

Operating Budgets 

War Memorial Center  

The WMC’s annual operating budget depends heavily on the annual contribution from Milwaukee 

County, as shown in Table 1a. The county contribution also has included a pass-through payment 

intended for MAM, which is not included in the table. This five-year snapshot shows that WMC 

experienced small annual expenditure increases each year until 2012, when expenditures declined from 

$2.2 million to just under $2 million. This reduction was largely a response to a 15% cut in the county’s 

financial contribution that same year. 

Table 1a: War Memorial Center operating expenditures and revenues, 2008 to 2012* 

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

5-year 

change 

Expenditures          

General operating $1,656,536 $1,746,906 $1,754,518 $1,864,567 $1,717,538 $61,002 

Minor repair & maintenance $412,063 $341,998 $374,606 $362,672 $275,074 ($136,989) 

Debt service $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Total expenditures $2,068,599 $2,088,904 $2,129,124 $2,227,239 $1,992,612 ($75,987) 

Revenues          

Public funding $1,254,594 $1,254,594 $1,254,594 $1,254,594 $1,066,405 ($188,189) 

Private funding $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Earned revenue $814,005 $834,310 $874,530 $972,645 $926,207 $112,202 

Total revenues $2,068,599 $2,088,904 $2,129,124 $2,227,239 $1,992,612 ($75,987) 

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) $0 $0 $0 $0 $0   
       

Annual county-supported 

debt service cost** $714,342  $919,167  $957,081  $1,123,255  $1,306,314  $591,972  

*The War Memorial Center’s fiscal year runs from January 1
st

 to December 31
st

. 

**County-supported debt service cost reflects payments for projects related to WMC. 

Source: Financial figures provided by the War Memorial Center. 

 

Personnel and utility costs each make up roughly one third of the general operating category in the War 

Memorial’s budget, though those ratios are skewed by the fact that the WMC assumes utility, 

maintenance, and repair costs beyond its own operations. In fact, of the roughly $730,000 in annual 

utility costs paid by the War Memorial, 70% has been attributed to the art museum based on the square 

footage it occupies within the Saarinen and Kahler buildings. Over the last five years, total utility costs 

have grown by roughly 4% annually, increasing from 30% to 36% of the War Memorial’s budget.  
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As utility costs have grown and revenue has declined, other expenditure accounts have suffered, most 

notably the facility’s minor repair and maintenance expenditures. From 2008 to 2012, spending on 

repair and maintenance declined by $137,000 (33%), though this decline is partially explained by capital 

investments in the north parking lot and entrance that reduced maintenance needs in those areas. Still, 

given the long list of documented maintenance issues at the WMC, this is a troubling trend. It also 

should be noted that pressing maintenance needs that were not funded in the WMC’s 2012 budget led 

the WMC to request an additional $150,000 from the county’s contingency fund in mid-year. The 

request was ultimately unsuccessful, leaving the WMC to make up for the shortfall in other ways. 

All WMC capital projects are financed by 

Milwaukee County in its capital budget, 

with debt service payments on those 

projects budgeted in a centralized non-

departmental account, as opposed to being 

delineated in the WMC’s budget. In 2012, 

the county paid $1.3 million in debt service 

for WMC capital projects. The county still 

has $5.6 million of outstanding debt on 

WMC projects, an amount that will grow as 

the county’s share of the new $25 million 

WMC/MAM capital plan is implemented. 

Chart 1a shows the precise breakdown between county and non-county revenue streams for the WMC 

from 2008 to 2012. The five-year average shows that 59% of the center’s revenues were derived from 

the county contribution, which is intended to cover utility and maintenance costs for both the WMC and 

MAM. In 2012, the WMC’s $1.3 million country contribution was reduced to $1.1 million. That amount 

was pushed back up to $1.3 million in 2013 because of WMI’s share of the additional county payment 

following successful renegotiations between WMI, MAM and the county.  

Chart 1a: War Memorial Center revenues by source, 2008 to 2012  

 
Source: Financial figures provided by the War Memorial Center and altered to remove the county’s  

pass-through payment for the Milwaukee Art Museum’s operations. 
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The remainder of the WMC’s support comes from earned revenues. Earned revenues have grown by 

$112,000 over this five-year timeframe, but have not been able to fully offset the reduction in the 

county’s tax levy contribution. As seen in Table 2a, most of the War Memorial’s earned revenue comes 

from parking fees, leases for office space, and facility rentals for special events. 

Table 2a: Breakdown of War Memorial Center earned revenues, 2008 through 2012  

Revenue category 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
5-year 

Change 

Parking $354,607  $321,352  $341,325  $458,142  $389,847  $35,240  

Miscellaneous $55,955  $49,332  $62,779  $49,453  $61,021  $5,066  

Catering commission $18,912  $27,916  $28,188  $26,458  $39,780  $20,868  

Office rental $195,221  $206,745  $195,732  $194,803  $191,382  ($3,839) 

Hall and Plaza rental $161,755  $199,721  $209,023  $205,707  $211,192  $49,437  

Meeting room rental $14,235  $12,550  $15,950  $15,690  $12,385  ($1,850) 

Liquor commission $13,320  $16,694  $21,533  $22,392  $20,599  $7,279  

 Total $814,005  $834,310  $874,530  $972,645  $926,206  $112,201  

Source: Financial figures for 2008 to 2011 are taken from Milwaukee County adopted budget narratives, and 2012  

figures were provided by the War Memorial Center. 

 

The WMC operates three parking lots north of its buildings plus additional enclosed parking spaces 

under the Mason Street ramp leading to Lincoln Memorial Drive. Parking revenue is the leading source 

of earned revenue and averaged $373,055 annually over this five-year timeframe, which represents 18% 

of the center’s overall revenues. Parking revenues grew by 10% from 2008 to 2012, in part because the 

year-long closure of the O’Donnell parking structure diverted drivers to the WMC lot during that time.  

After the 2011 county audit report found that the WMC  charged considerably less for parking than 

other nearby lots, the center raised parking rates for both public and tenant users. General public 

parking, for example, now costs $6 daily or $70 monthly, an increase of $1 and $5 from 2011 

respectively. Over that same timeframe, the WMC increased monthly parking rates for MAM employees 

from $45 to $55 and ended discounted monthly parking rates for other tenant organizations. The extent 

to which the War Memorial will continue to elevate parking rates to draw more from this revenue 

source is uncertain, but according to the 2011 audit, there still appears to be room for further upward 

rate adjustments. 

The War Memorial also generates revenue from renting office space on the third and fourth floors of 

the Saarinen building. Office rentals have brought in an average of $196,800 annually, comprising 10% 

of the WMC’s overall revenues. Space is leased to both non-profit and for-profit organizations. The three 

largest tenants – the Chipstone Foundation, the International Association of Orthodontics, and 

Dryhootch – lease approximately 50% of the 10,440 square feet of office space available. MAM occupies 

a significant portion of the Saarinen building – 8,900 square feet of office space, 90,463 square feet of 

gallery space, and additional support and mechanical space – and has indicated a desire for more space 

as it becomes available.  
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The WMC also rents out its facilities for special events and meetings. This rental activity accounts for 

another 10% of its overall revenues. This revenue is largely derived from rental of Memorial Hall, which 

brought in roughly $160,000 in 2012.  

Given the recent decrease in Milwaukee County funding and the county’s ongoing fiscal constraints, 

efforts to boost earned and contributed revenues would appear to be critical to the WMC’s liquidity. 

That need has been viewed by some as counter to the WMC’s mission of serving veterans, however, as 

veterans-related activities typically are not seen as major revenue producers.  

Milwaukee Art Museum 

MAM’s operating expenditures totaled $15.1 million in 2012, an increase of $2.1 million (15.9%) from 

2008. As shown in Table 1b, early in the period, MAM had to adjust to negative revenue growth 

resulting from the economic downturn. Expenditures dropped by $328,700 in 2009 and remained at a 

diminished level through 2010. As revenues recovered in 2011, expenditures increased again to more 

than offset the earlier decline.  

Table 1b: MAM operating expenditures and revenues, 2008 to 2012* 

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
5-year 

change 

Expenditures   
   

    

General operating $11,643,996  $11,501,430  $11,472,618  $12,498,863  $13,793,132  $2,149,136  

Minor repair & maintenance $1,379,359  $1,193,177  $1,305,956  $1,576,610  $1,299,011  ($80,348) 

Debt service $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  

Total expenditures $13,023,355  $12,694,607  $12,778,574  $14,075,473  $15,092,143  $2,068,788  

Revenues   
   

    

Public funding $1,177,473  $862,333  $876,667  $852,000  $883,543  ($293,930) 

Private funding $6,728,275  $7,272,449  $7,209,282  $7,967,428  $8,667,971  $1,939,696  

Earned revenue $3,894,787  $3,514,460  $4,493,695  $4,859,699  $4,770,952  $876,165  

Contribution from endowment $1,045,041  $1,025,307  $640,000  $839,144  $1,013,000  ($32,041) 

Other $55,714  $21,052  $11,384  $1,060  $1,299  ($54,415) 

Total revenues $12,901,290  $12,695,601  $13,231,028  $14,519,331  $15,336,765  $2,435,475  

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) ($122,065) $994  $452,454  $443,858  $244,622    

*MAM’s fiscal year runs from September 1
st

 to August 31
st

. 

Source: Financial figures provided by the Milwaukee Art Museum. 

 

The largest expenditure components of the general operating category are personnel (averaging $7.1 

million annually), building repair and maintenance ($1.3 million), exhibition expense ($1.4 million), and 

marketing ($741,000). Expenditures on both personnel and minor maintenance declined early in the 

period as a result of revenue losses. Exhibition and marketing expenses, on the other hand, grew despite 

revenue setbacks. 

Utility costs are another substantial operating cost for MAM, though a substantial portion of those costs 

relating to operations in the Kahler building have been paid by the WMC with county support. MAM’s 

county allocation for utility support traditionally has been reported in MAM’s budget as an in-kind 
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revenue and expense. That will change in 2014, as utility costs and the corresponding county support 

will be directly reflected in MAM’s budget as stipulated in the recently restructured lease agreements. 

 

Chart 1b demonstrates the fluctuations in MAM’s various revenue streams over the last five years. 

Though total revenue dropped from 2008 to 2009, revenue growth in 2010 through 2012 more than 

offset those losses. Private funding is MAM’s most substantial source of support, providing roughly $7.6 

million (55%) of MAM’s revenues annually and growing 29% over the five-year period. Earned revenue 

comprises about 31% of MAM’s annual revenue, while public support accounts for 7%.  

 

Chart 1b: MAM revenues by source, 2008 to 2012  

 
Source: Financial figures provided by the Milwaukee Art Museum. 

 

As shown in Table 2b, revenue from admissions, tour fees, and parking are the largest components of 

earned revenue, collectively bringing in $2.2 million in 2012, a 76% increase from 2008. Admissions 

revenue comprised about $1.7 million of that amount and has almost doubled since 2008, reflecting 

both growth in attendance and restructured admission charges. Attendance stood at 367,100 in 2012, a 

40% increase from 2008. Other large revenue generators include the museum’s retail shop and café, 

each of which generated more than $800,000 in 2012. Retail sales grew by 60% over the five-year 

timeframe. 
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Table 2b: Breakdown of Milwaukee Art Museum earned revenues, 2008 through 2012  

Revenue Category 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
5-year 

Change 

Admission, tour fees, and parking $1,252,964  $1,311,586  $1,643,223  $2,056,719  $2,209,517  $956,553  
Education programs $158,304  $122,242  $125,772  $170,114  $171,264  $12,960  
Exhibition and curatorial income $178,474  $52,944  $787,459  $430,244  $237,592  $59,118  
Net retail operations $558,291  $434,059  $606,984  $802,728  $885,642  $327,351  
Net museum café $749,665  $761,162  $676,100  $762,351  $810,247  $60,582  
Facility rental income $677,117  $524,948  $355,383  $423,135  $370,196  ($306,921) 
Other $319,972  $307,519  $298,774  $214,408  $86,494  ($233,478) 

 Total earned revenue $3,894,787  $3,514,460  $4,493,695  $4,859,699  $4,770,952  $876,165  

Source: MAM Financial Statements, FY07 through FY12 

 
MAM’s public funding fell from $1,177,500 in 2008 to $883,500 in 2012, a decline of 25%. The largest 

elements of MAM’s public funding are its direct and indirect county property tax levy allocations. MAM 

had received a level $250,000 county contribution from 2007 to 2011, but the contribution was reduced 

to $212,500 in 2012. This direct contribution was initiated in 1996 at $627,300 and remained at that 

level until 2002, when it began a gradual decline. MAM also has received an in-kind contribution from 

the WMC that is supported by the county for utilities and maintenance associated with the Kahler 

addition. This indirect support amounted to $660,000 in 2012, a 16% increase from 2008.  

As previously mentioned, the new agreement between WMC, MAM, and the county includes a 

commitment from the county for $1,586,000 in operating support through 2023. The distribution of 

funds will change, as MAM will receive a direct allocation from the county for its share of utilities and 

maintenance costs for the Saarinen and Kahler facilities. Consequently, MAM now will receive a larger 

share of the county contribution at $1.1 million, as compared to $486,000 for the War Memorial. 

MAM has enjoyed substantial operating surpluses in each of the past three years. It has invested those 

surpluses both in an operational reserve and its endowment fund. MAM’s endowment grew from $27 

million in 2008 to $32.3 million in 2012 – resulting both from a market rebound and some additional 

private contributions – and the museum anticipates growth of another $5 million by 2017. Distribution 

of endowment fund earnings constituted about 7% of MAM’s total operating revenue.  

MAM has consistently noted in annual reports that its “ability to raise and earn revenues sufficient to 

cover operating expenses will continue to be a challenge” because of the large portion of the budget 

supported by private revenue sources. The museum hopes to combat this struggle by enhancing the 

experience for museum-goers, broadening its donor base, and continuing to grow its endowment.  

Capital Budgets 

As discussed above, WMC and MAM are made up of three interconnected structures – the Saarinen, 

Kahler, and Calatrava facilities. Though MAM owns the Calatrava, most of its operations are contained in 

the Saarinen and Kahler buildings, which are owned by the county and have been maintained by WMC. 

Consequently, certain capital needs, though associated with WMC, are more pertinent to MAM. Given 

this overlap, this section discusses capital needs of both organizations jointly. 
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Figure 3 breaks down the sources of the combined $4.2 million spent over the last five years for WMC 

and MAM capital projects. The museum spent $2.1 million to maintain the Calatrava addition, with 

more than 80% of those expenditures supported through private donations and the remainder 

supported by earned revenue. The county has spent a similar amount on the Saarinen and Kahler 

facilities during the past five years, even though those buildings are much older. The 2011 audit noted at 

least $5.3 million in deferred maintenance, most of which involves water infiltration issues that threaten 

the museum’s $750 million art collection.  

Chart 2: Prior and projected five-year capital funding comparison 

 
Note: The above figures reflect projects related to the Saarinen, Kahler, and Calatrava facilities collectively. 

Source: MAM provided prior and projected capital expenditures for the Calatrava addition. Prior capital expenditures for the 

WMC were provided by the Milwaukee County Comptroller’s Office. Projected capital expenditures for the Saarinen and Kahler 

buildings were taken from a cost allocation report dated June 27, 2013. 

 

The five-year, $25 million collective capital commitment made by Milwaukee County and MAM as part 

of the new lease agreements will be used for repairs and improvements that are intended both to 

address major infrastructure concerns and to revitalize the Saarinen and Kahler buildings. Milwaukee 

County will provide $10.1 million (generated from general obligation bonds) to cover its share, which 

largely consists of basic infrastructure repair and maintenance. MAM anticipates spending $15 million 

generated through private contributions to finance its share, a portion of which will support major 

repairs that the county otherwise would have needed to finance itself.  

The county’s 2013 five-year capital improvements plan already incorporates the unified plan, though the 

funds will need to be formally committed each year through the annual budget process. MAM’s capital 

campaign is underway, and has already generated about $8 million. MAM also plans to spend 

approximately $600,000 for routine maintenance and repairs to the Calatrava addition as well as 

information technology and security projects, which will be funded through revenue earned by the 

museum. As seen in Figure 3, the projected expenditures of $25.7 million over the 2013-2017 timeframe 

exceed expenditure levels from the previous five years by $21.5 million. Table 3 breaks down the 

individual projects that comprise the 2013-17 spending plan. 
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Table 3: Projected five-year capital expenditure breakdown 

Project 

2013-17 

Capital 

Expenditures 

Repair and Replacement   
HVAC systems* $2,925,000 
Veterans Courtyard* $1,185,000 
Fitch Plaza (intertwined with other projects) $1,131,000 
Calatrava repairs/maintenance $603,000 
New elevators* $565,000 
Roof replacements* $488,000 
Parking lot paving and repairs* $475,000 
Loading dock repairs* $435,000 
Fire alarm system upgrade* $425,000 
Other county-funded repairs* $3,639,359 

Capital Improvements   
New Lake (East) Atrium addition & plaza $4,083,000 
Reinstall art collections:   

Saarinen renovation $1,673,000 
Kahler renovation $3,676,000 

Enclose the Kahler Sculpture Court $991,000 
Gallery lighting fixtures $581,000 
Other MAM-funded costs $1,865,000 
MAM project contingency $1,000,000 

Total 5-year Capital Expenditures $25,740,359 

*These projects are part of the county’s $10 million capital contribution. 
Note: The above figures reflect projects related to the Saarinen, Kahler and  
Calatrava facilities collectively. 
Source: Projected capital expenditures for the Saarinen and Kahler buildings  
were taken from a cost allocation report dated June 27, 2013. MAM  
provided projected capital expenditures for the Calatrava addition. 

 

The following provides additional details regarding the major capital projects proposed by WMI and 

MAM over the next five years: 

 New Lake (East) Atrium Addition & Plaza – The vertical glass window panels that cover the length of 

the Kahler building’s east façade have failed to protect the galleries within from moisture and 

sunlight. The east entrance is currently shuttered, and the adjacent outer grounds are sterile and 

seldom draw interest. In order to take advantage of this underutilized lakeside property, MAM has 

proposed a new glass atrium and plaza at a cost of $4.1 million. The new glass atrium will extend the 

Kahler building approximately 48 feet toward the lake, adding an additional 8,000 square feet of 

public space. The atrium will serve as an additional rental venue for special events and also will 

include a new coffee shop. In addition, the museum will enliven the outer plaza with new 

landscaping, walking paths, and seating. 
 

 Enclose the Kahler Sculpture Court – A 2009 reaccreditation site visit report from the American 

Alliance of Museums noted leakage in the sculpture court that received “no more than remedial 

fixes from the county.” MAM has found the open-air sculpture court in the middle of the Kahler 

building to be the source of 85% of the museum’s leaks. In addition, the drainage system and 

windows within the sculpture court have failed to keep water from infiltrating the adjacent gallery 

spaces. MAM plans to spend $1 million to enclose and waterproof this area to prevent similar issues 

in the future. This renovation will create an additional 5,000 square feet of exhibition space. 
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 Fitch Plaza – Adjacent to the east side of the Veterans Courtyard extends the roof of the Kahler 

building, known as Fitch Plaza, a 41,000-square-foot patio available for rental for weddings and 

other special events. The plaza’s concrete floor is crumbling and the waterproof membrane beneath 

is failing. The museum intends to replace the waterproof membrane and concrete to prevent 

rainwater runoff. Moreover, the revamp will introduce green space to the roof, in the form of an 

urban park or garden, and incorporate pathways with artistic memorial aspects. Repairs and 

redesign of Fitch Plaza will cost about $1.1 million. 
 

 Veterans Courtyard – The courtyard serves as a dynamic memorial and includes a reflecting pool, an 

eternal flame, and a list honoring more than 3,400 individuals who died at war. The concrete that 

makes up the floor of the courtyard is crumbling and the materials beneath the concrete no longer 

hold water. Similarly, the staircases that stretch from the courtyard to the elevated levels of the 

memorial and that lead down to the south entrance have been damaged over the years and are 

deteriorating. These surfaces and structures have seen little investment since the facility was first 

built and water seepage has caused damage to the art galleries below. The county has committed to 

tearing up the old deck in the courtyard and replacing the waterproof membrane, concrete slabs, 

and both staircases. Work within the courtyard will cost approximately $1.2 million. 
 

 Reinstall collections – As repairs are performed throughout the Kahler and Saarinen buildings, 

portions of the galleries will be closed to the public and artwork will be placed in storage. MAM has 

decided to capitalize on this disruption by rethinking the order, flow, and presentation of its 

collections. MAM plans to tear down interior walls and return the art to a more attractive and 

cohesive layout, incorporating new flooring, better lighting, and seating. Remodeling and 

reinstallation for the Saarinen and Kahler buildings will cost roughly $5.3 million. 
 

 HVAC systems – The 2009 reaccreditation report also mentioned concerns regarding heat and 

humidity fluctuations that jeopardize the preservation of artwork. While there have been some 

investments in the HVAC system in the last five years, additional upgrades have been 

recommended. Currently, WMI and MAM have combined heating and cooling units. In order to 

better manage the climate surrounding valuable pieces of art, MAM has continued to push for 

greater control of and investment in the heating and cooling units within its spaces. Over the next 

five years, the MAM and WMC will work to collaboratively separate and upgrade the buildings’ 

combined heating and cooling systems. This replacement is anticipated to cost $3 million. 
 

 Other major maintenance – In addition to the above initiatives, other major investments in the 

Kahler and Saarinen buildings include additional roof replacements, new elevators to connect 

improved spaces to the lakefront, additional concrete replacement, restroom additions, a new fire 

alarm system, and electrical upgrades. These major items plus additional county-funded repair and 

maintenance projects add $6 million to the costs delineated above. Beyond the $25 million capital 

improvement collaboration, MAM also will put $603,000 into the Calatrava addition for scheduled 

maintenance and repairs and other smaller projects over the next five years. 
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Summary of Financial Needs 

Operations 

As described above, Milwaukee County’s property tax levy support for the War Memorial Center and 

Milwaukee Art Museum has been stagnant over the years, and declined by $225,700 in 2012. Rising 

utility costs and WMC’s inability to fully offset the county cut with an increase in earned revenue 

created severe operating budget challenges, which particularly impacted the center’s ability to address 

ongoing repair and maintenance needs.  

The new county commitment of $1.6 million annually should promote enhanced fiscal stability and help 

address basic repair and maintenance needs, at least in the short-term. But because the funding level 

will remain flat for 10 years, increases in other revenue streams eventually may be necessary to keep up 

with inflationary cost pressures and the ongoing maintenance needs of a facility that must be kept in 

good repair given the value of the art collection and the importance of healthy attendance. 

Capital 

The $25 million capital improvements plan developed by the WMC, MAM, and Milwaukee County would 

appear to put the WMC and MAM on solid footing for the first time in years. However, it is important to 

recognize that the county’s $10 million commitment could negatively impact its ability to address capital 

improvement and repair needs at its other cultural and recreational facilities (a dynamic that also could 

emerge on the operating side).  

Consequently, a new funding source to provide an alternative means of financing the county’s share of 

WMC and MAM repairs and improvements could be beneficial not only to the WMC and MAM, but also 

to the entire range of arts, cultural, and recreational institutions owned by the county.  

It also should be noted that while the $25 million plan addresses repair needs and improvements to the 

two existing county structures, it does not include additional improvements to the surrounding grounds 

of the WMC and MAM that have been discussed in recent years, particularly for the north tract of land 

that currently contains the WMC’s parking lots. Those ideas include a new visitor/education center, a 

next-generation MAM addition, and a parking garage.  
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MILWAUKEE COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

Background 

The Milwaukee County 

Historical Society (MCHS) was 

founded in 1935 to collect, 

preserve, and make available 

materials relating to the history 

of the Milwaukee community. 

The MCHS is governed by an 

independent, non-profit 

organization with a 17-person 

board of directors and a staff of 

seven full-time and part-time 

employees.  

MCHS sponsors a wide range of 

activities, including exhibitions 

relating to Milwaukee’s history, 

programs at historic sites, and 

research and library services. 

MCHS also is responsible for 

designation of historic 

landmarks in Milwaukee 

County and for archiving a 

variety of historic records, 

including naturalization and 

divorce records, photographs, and other materials.  

The headquarters of MCHS is located in downtown Milwaukee in a building that was originally built in 

1913 as the home of the Second Ward Savings Bank and that is listed on the National Register of Historic 

Places. The building was donated to Milwaukee County in 1965 specifically for use by MCHS as a 

headquarters. In addition to its headquarters building, MCHS maintains and operates three historic 

houses and a farm. Two of these, Kilbourntown house in Shorewood and Trimborn Farm in Greendale, 

also are owned by the county.  

In 2011, a multi-year renovation and improvement project was completed at the MCHS downtown 

headquarters. This project invested approximately $8.7 million into building renovations. It was jointly 

funded by the county and MCHS, which raised about $3.8 million from private sources according to 

county budget documents.  

 

Milwaukee County Historical Society 

1. While a lack of financial data from the Society precludes 
us from performing detailed analysis, it appears – based 
on a $132,000 operating deficit in 2012 – that the 
Historical Society faces substantial operating budget 
challenges. In addition, given the Historical Society’s 
heavy reliance on Milwaukee County operating support 
(36% of its 2012 operating revenue), it appears that such 
support will be critical moving forward.  
 

2. The Historical Society was able to forge an agreement 
with the county to share in the cost of an $8.7 million 
renovation to the interior of its downtown Milwaukee 
headquarters. About $2.8 million of additional exterior 
building work has now been identified, and the 
prospects for both county and private funding to 
support this additional work have yet to be determined. 
  

Needs Assessment Snapshot 
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Operating Budget 

Because of a change in MCHS’ administrative leadership during the summer of 2013, our review of the 

organization’s finances is not as complete as for other organizations analyzed in this section. Table 1 

shows only 2012 actual expenditures and revenues as reported in the county’s 2014 Recommended 

Budget, as we were unable to obtain reliable prior-year revenue and expenditure totals from MCHS. The 

2012 figures show that MCHS experienced an operating deficit of $132,031 in that year, or 23% of total 

revenues. 

   

Table 1:  Operating Expenditures and Revenues, 2012* 

  2012 

Expenditures   
General operating $710,293 
Minor repair & maintenance NA 
Debt service NA 

Total expenditures $710,293 

Revenues   
Public funding $206,167 
Private funding $128,584 
Earned revenue $206,532 
Contribution from endowment $35,907 
Other $1,072 

Total revenues $578,262 

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) -$132,031 

  Annual county-supported debt 
service cost $441,829 

*The Historical Society’s fiscal year runs from January 1
st

 to December 31
st

. 

Source:  Milwaukee County 2014 Recommended Operating Budget 

The Forum’s 2008 analysis of county-owned arts and cultural facilities did contain a detailed breakdown 

of MCHS operating expenditures and indicated that personnel-related expenses typically comprised 

about half of the operating budget total. Other relatively significant line items were printing, occupancy, 

repairs and maintenance, and supplies.  

Debt service on MCHS capital projects 

financed by Milwaukee County do not 

appear in the MCHS budget, but instead 

are contained in a centralized non-

departmental account within the county 

budget. The county has $3 million of 

outstanding debt on MCHS projects and 

paid $442,000 in debt service for those 

projects in 2012.  

With regard to operating revenues, the 

financial contribution from Milwaukee 

County is the largest component, comprising 36% of operating revenues in 2012 (see Chart 1). The 

county reduced its contribution by $36,383 that year, or 15%. 
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Figure 1: Milwaukee County debt service 
payments for MCHS projects 
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Chart 1:  MCHS Revenues by Source, 2012 

  
Source:  Financial figures provided by the Milwaukee County Historical Society. 

Capital Budget 

As noted above, MCHS, in partnership with the county, recently completed a major renovation of the 

interior of its headquarters building. Planning for the project began in 2002. Over the next nine years, 

work included the repair of 27 cast iron window frames, installation of a full service elevator, and ADA 

improvements to lower-level bathrooms. Structural reinforcements to the mezzanine and other parts of 

the building also were installed and electrical, HVAC, and water systems were replaced.  

The county’s 2009 budget references a total project cost of $8.7 million, though additional expenditures 

also were made from 2010 through 2012. For the 2008-12 period, expenditures on the headquarters 

renovation and two other projects totaled $5.3 million. There is no published data on indicating MCHS’ 

contribution to these expenditures, but county capital budgets from 2006 through 2009 indicate that 

MCHS’ contribution offset 48% of total project costs for the headquarters renovation. MCHS did not 

contribute to the cost of two other projects – roofing repairs and emergency work on the building’s 

cornice. Based on these percentages, we estimate that MCHS contributed $2.4 million to capital facility 

expenses during the period.   

Chart 2 compares MCHS capital expenditures from 2008 to 2012 with projected capital needs from 2013 

to 2017. Anticipated capital expenditures for the 2013-2017 timeframe are $3.2 million below the costs 

incurred over the last five years.  
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Chart 2: Prior and projected five-year capital funding comparison 

 
Source: Capital expenditure history for 2008-2012 provided by the Milwaukee County Adopted Capital Budgets and the 

Milwaukee County Comptroller’s Office. Capital expenditures for 2013- 2017 are taken from the county’s 2013 adopted capital 

plan and the Milwaukee County Historical Society’s submission to the county’s Capital Improvements Committee in early 2013.  

 

As seen in Table 2, future needs include building repairs to the exterior of the MCHS headquarters, 

estimated at $2.8 million. An additional $390,000 in capital needs relate to Trimborn Farm, 

Kilbourntown House, and Damon House. These structures have significant roofing problems and other 

deferred maintenance needs.  

Table 2:  Projected five-year capital expenditure breakdown 

Project 

2013-2017 
capital 

expenditures 

Repair & Maintenance  

Exterior Cornice Repair $2,750,000 

Other Trimborn Farm $213,221 

Downtown elevator $70,000 

Damon House $70,000 

Trimborn Farm Roof $57,888 

Kilbourntown House $50,200 

Window Planning $40,000 

Total 5-year Capital Expenditures $3,251,309 

Source: Capital expenditures for 2013-2017 are taken from the county’s  

2013 adopted capital plan and the Milwaukee County Historical Society’s  

submission to the county’s Capital Improvements Committee in early 2013.  
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As described above, MCHS raised a significant amount of funding for the interior renovation of the 

downtown building. According to MCHS, exterior improvements, such as the needed repair to the 

building’s cornice, are the sole responsibility of the county. Repairs to Damon House (which is not a 

county building) and Kilbourntown House totaling $120,200 are expected to be funded by MCHS 

through grants and contributions.  

Summary of Financial Needs 

Operations 

Given our inability to obtain detailed financial information from MCHS, it is difficult to discern its long-

term need for public operational support. The organization’s financial performance in 2012 does suggest 

that close attention will need to be paid to MCHS’ financial health. MCHS has a unique relationship with 

Milwaukee County as the repository for county records, and it operates in several county-owned historic 

assets that will require ongoing maintenance and repair. Therefore, it is likely that continued operating 

support at least at prior year levels will be necessary, and it is possible that additional public assistance 

will be required if the organization’s 2012 financial performance turns out to be a harbinger of deep 

structural problems.  

Capital 

MCHS has received considerable capital support from Milwaukee County during the past several years 

to pay its share of the headquarters renovation. A 2012 incident involving falling ornamentation shows 

that exterior renovations also are badly needed, but given the county’s recent commitment to the 

building’s interior and competing capital needs, it is questionable whether a similar commitment will be 

forthcoming. It is worth noting that the other county-owned historic buildings managed by MCHS also 

have significant repair and renovation needs.  
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CHARLES ALLIS AND VILLA TERRACE MUSEUMS 

 

Background 

The Charles Allis Museum and Villa 

Terrace Decorative Art Museum 

(known collectively as the CAVT) 

are a pair of small art museums on 

Milwaukee’s east side. Both 

museums were constructed in the 

early 20th century as residences for 

prominent Milwaukeeans.  

The Charles Allis mansion was built 

in 1911 and designed by the noted 

architect Alexander Escheweiler. It 

was bequeathed to Milwaukee 

County as an art museum in 1979 

and contains the extensive art 

collection of Charles and Sarah 

Allis. The 1923 Villa Terrace estate, 

designed by architect David Adler, 

was originally the home of Lloyd 

Smith, president of the A.O. Smith 

Corporation. The Villa Terrace was 

deeded to Milwaukee County in 

1966. At one time, the Villa Terrace was the decorative arts wing of the Milwaukee Art Museum and still 

houses some artworks that belong to MAM.  

Organizationally, the CAVT museums are under the umbrella of the War Memorial Corporation, which 

holds the leases of both buildings from the county. The two museums have their own boards of 

directors, however, and are jointly managed by a small professional staff. In addition, each museum has 

its own very active “friends” organization. The CAVT became incorporated as a non-profit organization, 

independent of the War Memorial, in 2012.  

The CAVT museums feature professionally-curated art exhibitions in addition to ongoing display of the 

Allis family art collection. Their extensive arts education programming targets special populations such 

as veterans, at-risk or emerging youth, and young families. Both museums sponsor regular concert 

series and innovative theater productions. The facilities are available for rental to the general public for  

weddings and other special events.  

Charles Allis and  

Villa Terrace Museums 

1. The CATV museums have successfully 
accommodated a reduction in Milwaukee County 
operating support with increased facility rentals, 
but that support still comprises almost a third of 
total revenues and will continue to be critical to the 
museums’ survival. 
 

2. Capital needs are pressing given the age of the two 
museum buildings and several identified needs 
with regard to the buildings’ exteriors. A new 
fundraising effort provides hope for sizable private 
sector donations, but substantial county capital 
support still will be required as long as the county 
owns the buildings. 
  

Needs Assessment Snapshot 
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As older, historically significant buildings, the museums have ongoing and in some cases major 

maintenance needs. Milwaukee County has funded upgrades of the electrical and plumbing systems in 

recent years. Other ongoing capital needs include repairs to roofs, windows, and other parts of the 

building envelope; replacement of heating systems; structural and façade improvements; and 

maintenance of driveways and patios.  

Operating Budget 

The CAVT museums have a combined annual operating budget of nearly $600,000, as shown in Table 1.  

After declining in 2010 and 2011, total operating expenditures increased by about $40,000 in 2012. The 

single largest category of expenses is personnel, accounting for 54% of total expenses in 2012. Building 

maintenance also is a significant expense. In fact, according to the CATV 2012 annual report, 30% of 

museum expenses are directed toward building maintenance.  

 

Table 1: CAVT operating expenditures and revenues, 2008 to 2012* 

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
Change 

2008-2012 

Expenditures 
     

  

General operating $561,136  $565,030  $549,956  $551,766  $593,100  $31,964  

Minor repair & maintenance $0  $0  $0  $0  $6,000  $6,000  

Debt service $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  

Total Expenditures $561,136  $565,030  $549,956  $551,766  $593,100  $31,964  

Revenues 

     

  

Public funding $243,656  $243,656  $243,656  $243,656  $207,108  ($36,548) 

Private funding $57,142  $84,714  $73,661  $73,008  $111,127  $53,985  

Earned revenue $257,117  $236,660  $232,639  $235,102  $274,865  $17,748  

Total Revenues $557,915  $565,030  $549,956  $551,766  $593,100  $35,185  

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) ($3,221) $0  $0  $0  $0    

Annual county-supported 
debt service cost 

$160,503  $245,772  $289,625  $323,595  $391,070  $230,567  

*CAVT’s fiscal year runs from January 1
st

 to December 31
st

. 

Source:  Milwaukee County 2013 Adopted Operating Budget and CA/VT Administration.  

 

The county’s annual operating support for the two museums decreased by $36,548 in 2012 to $207,108. 

County funding as a share of total revenues has declined from 44% in 2008 to 35% in 2012. As shown in 

Table 1 and Chart 1, the CAVT managed to offset much of this lost revenue with more proactive 

fundraising and a marketing effort aimed at growing rental revenue. In two years, revenue from facility 

rentals has increased by 20%. The 2012 annual report indicates that rental income constitutes 33% of 

total income and is now almost equal to the county operating subsidy.  
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Chart 1: CAVT revenues by source, 2008 to 2012 

 
Source:  Milwaukee County Adopted Budgets and CA/VT Administration.  

 

Debt service on CAVT capital projects 

financed by Milwaukee County are 

contained in a centralized non-

departmental account within the county 

budget. In 2012, county-paid debt service 

on CAVT projects totaled $391,000. The 

county has $1.6 million of outstanding 

debt on CAVT projects. 

 

 

Capital Budget 

From 2008 through 2012, capital projects at both museums totaled about $1.2 million. Other than the 

installation of security systems at both sites, the capital investments relate to the replacement of major 

building systems, such as plumbing and electrical.  

Table 2 shows that about $1.7 million in capital needs have been identified for the 2013-17 timeframe. 

The highest- priority projects involve hardening the exterior of both buildings, including roofs, windows 

and doors. These improvements are required to maintain the buildings themselves, the contents of the 

museums, and the appeal of the museums as rental venues. Many of these recommended 

improvements also will result in energy savings, which will reduce future expenses.  
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Table 2: Projected five-year capital expenditure breakdown 

Projects 

2013-2017 
Capital 

Expenditures 

Repair and Maintenance  

VT Window and Door Replacement $689,945  

CA Exterior Façade Improvements  $300,000  

CA Window and Door Replacement $261,450  

VT Drain Pipe Repair  $170,000  

CA Roof and Drain Repair  $151,000  

CA Boiler Replacement $102,375  

Total 5-year Capital Expenditures $1,674,770  

Source: Capital expenditures for 2013 through 2017 are taken from the  

county’s 2013 adopted capital plan and CAVT’s submission to the county’s  

Capital Improvements Committee in early 2013.  

 

As shown in Chart 2, with a few exceptions, capital improvements at CAVT have been funded by the 

county, though the CAVT did raise funds in 2011 to replace the patio at the Charles Allis museum. The 

patio was enlarged, the driveway was widened, and an ADA ramp was added to improve accessibility. 

These improvements allowed the museum to hold larger events (increasing rental potential) and 

reduced snow removal and other maintenance costs. In addition, the 2012 replacement of the terrace at 

the Villa Terrace Museum (at a cost of $62,000) was funded with earned revenue and a contribution by 

the Friends of Villa Terrace.  

A potential source of funding for future capital improvements at CAVT is the Legacy Fund, a recently 

created endowment. The Legacy Fund currently has a balance of nearly $500,000 and the CAVT 

administration recently hired a part-time development director to build it further. Both the Friends of 

Villa Terrace and the Friends of Charles Allis have contributed to needed maintenance projects in the 

past (primarily maintenance of the Villa Terrace’s gardens), and likely will continue to support capital 

needs at the museums. Also, the original bequest of Sarah Allis in 1945 included $200,000 for 

maintenance of the Charles Allis building. This has been held by Milwaukee County and interest is 

distributed to the CAVT annually.  
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Chart 2: Prior and projected five-year capital funding comparison 

 
Source: Capital expenditures for 2008-2012 provided by Milwaukee County Comptroller’s Office. Capital expenditures for 2013-

2017 are from the county’s 2013 adopted capital plan and CAVT’s submission to the county’s Capital Improvements Committee.  

 

Summary of Financial Needs 

Operations 

In response to the recent reduction in county funding, the CAVT museums have aggressively pursued 

fundraising and earned income from rentals. One avenue that may continue to benefit the CAVT is to 

further develop partnerships with other cultural organizations. Nevertheless, because county funding 

still represents one third of the CAVT’s budget, it is difficult to envision a time when these museums 

would be able to maintain their programs without a sizeable county subsidy.  

Capital 

There are significant capital needs at both buildings. The Charles Allis Museum is more than a century 

old and the Villa Terrace will soon reach that mark. Given the rigors of Wisconsin’s climate, continual 

investment in these buildings is needed to maintain their viability and protect their contents. The 

museums have seen how postponing needed maintenance can result in a much larger future liability. 

Last winter, for example, a window blew open in the Villa Terrace, freezing some pipes and ruining the 

phone system. In addition, many infrastructure investments – such as replacement of windows, roofs, 

and doors – have potential to reduce energy usage and operating costs. 

While some smaller capital improvements have been funded with earned revenue, the museums 

primarily rely on Milwaukee County capital funds to try to keep the buildings in sound physical 

condition. It has been argued that county ownership of the buildings – and the CAVT’s relationship to 

the War Memorial Center – have hampered fundraising efforts. One option to address this issue would 

be for the county to deed the museums to the CAVT. According to the CAVT director, the Villa Terrace 

was an outright gift to the county which could be handed over to another entity. Under the terms of 

Sarah Allis’ will, however, if the county divests its ownership of the museum, the building would revert 

to the family’s descendants. 
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MILWAUKEE COUNTY ZOO 

Background 

With a collection of more than 2,000 

specimens – ranging from sea lions to 

snow leopards to kangaroos to 

elephants to peacocks – the 

Milwaukee County Zoo is one of 

southeast Wisconsin’s most well-

known and well-attended attractions. 

In addition to providing a year-round 

display of exotic animals, the zoo’s 

work involves conservation, research, 

and educational programs. 

Approximately 1.3 million people visit 

the zoo annually, which spans 200 

acres and consists of 141 buildings.  

The zoo originated in Milwaukee’s 

Washington Park in 1888 and moved 

to its current location along 

Bluemound Road in 1958. It has 

expanded over time and now contains 

roughly 465,100 square feet of facility 

space. Table 1 shows the zoo’s major 

facilities and the year in which each 

was built or significantly renovated.  

In addition to housing major structures 

for pachyderms, apes, primates and 

other species, the zoo features two 

indoor event venues – the Peck 

Welcome Center and the Zoofari 

Conference Center. In addition, the 

U.S. Bank Gathering Place, which 

serves as the zoo’s main entrance, 

includes an atrium, restaurant, snack 

bar, customer service areas, 

administrative offices, and gift shops. 

 

Figure 1: Major Milwaukee County Zoo facilities 
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Milwaukee County owns and operates the zoo and is responsible for the maintenance of its grounds and 

structures. The zoo also has a critical private sector partner in the Milwaukee Zoological Society. The 

Zoological Society is a non-profit, membership-based organization run by a 45-member board. The 

society supports the zoo through substantial fundraising as well as educational programming, research, 

and marketing initiatives.  

The relationship between Milwaukee County and the Zoological Society has existed since 1910, but a 

1989 memorandum of understanding (MOU) formalized the partnership and has undergone several 

subsequent renewals (in fact, negotiations for a new agreement currently are underway). The MOU 

delineates the distinct roles of the two entities, which includes financial support by the society for zoo 

Milwaukee County Zoo 

1. The zoo has regularly struggled to meet ambitious attendance goals established 
in annual budgets, thus creating operating revenue shortfalls that have been 
bridged (in part) by freezes in spending for minor repairs and maintenance in its 
operating budget. This paradigm has contributed to a basic repair and 
maintenance backlog that has not been quantified by zoo officials, but that is 
thought to be substantial.  
 

2. The zoo has identified $5 million of county-funded capital repair and renovation 
projects for the next five years, which appears manageable but may impact the 
county’s capacity to contribute to more significant capital improvement projects 
during that period.  

 
3. The zoo is engaged in a master planning process that is likely to identify more 

than $80 million in desired capital improvement projects, the cost of which has 
historically been shared between the county and Zoological Society. Major 
capital improvements are seen as vital to efforts to maintain and enhance 
attendance and earned revenue, but generating the necessary public and private 
funds for this effort will be a major challenge. 

 
4.  The Zoo Interchange reconstruction project presents both challenges and 

opportunities. The lengthy construction timeframe could negatively impact 
attendance over the short term, but the project also will provide state funding to 
support new parking and visitor amenities that could enhance attendance levels. 

Needs Assessment Snapshot 
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operations in exchange for the county’s provision of free office space, staff parking, and free zoo 

admission for society members. The two entities also cooperate in the maintenance and improvement 

of zoo buildings and assets. The society originally focused on acquiring animals, though that focus 

shifted in the 1970s to expanding and improving exhibits. This has allowed the county to focus more of 

its resources on facility maintenance and repairs.  

Though the Zoological Society is a major private sector partner, the zoo differs from other county-

owned cultural institutions in that it functions as a county department with county employees under the 

direction of the county executive and county board. Consequently, the zoo is impacted heavily by the 

county’s annual fiscal limitations, and it receives an annual allocation by the county’s budget office for 

its share of fringe benefit costs for retirees and for central overhead costs (e.g. accounting, legal, human 

resources, etc.). Prior to 1997, the zoo operated as a proprietary fund department, which meant that its 

financial activities were largely segregated from the county’s general fund and it operated like an 

independent entity that paid for and recovered its own costs. When its revenues regularly failed to fully 

meet costs, it did not fall within the traditional definition of an enterprise fund, which led to its shift to a 

general fund department. 

As the zoo has grown in stature and composition, its financial needs have grown as well. Zoo officials 

argue that the institution must regularly rejuvenate its exhibits and improve the conditions of its 

facilities in order to successfully compete for market share with other area attractions. Some allege that 

the county’s political climate and high overhead costs create hurdles that impede the zoo’s ability to be 

as nimble as other cultural entities in making investments that will draw more visitors and maintain its 

reputation as a world-class institution.  

In addition, lagging attendance levels have been a concern since at least 2001, when a county audit 

found that “attendance has stagnated in recent years and attendance in 1998, one of the best summers 

in terms of weather conditions, was the lowest attendance since 1995 and the second lowest since 

1984.”  More recently, attendance declined each year from 2008 to 2011 (from 1,314,283 visitors to 

1,233,219) before an uptick to 1,332,395 in 2012. Attendance levels not only are influenced by 

competition from other area attractions, but also by the weather. In fact, the favorable bounce in 2012 

was attributed largely to an unusually warm spring and winter. Even with this increase, attendance did 

not reach the zoo’s goal of 1,350,000 visitors annually. The zoo also recently reported a projected 

revenue deficit for 2013 that is linked to its projected failure to meet its attendance goal. 

The zoo has engaged in regular capital planning to proactively address its facility needs and refresh the 

attractiveness of its exhibits. Master capital plans were developed in 1985 and 1999, with both noting 

the need to invest in capital improvements to address declining attendance. Following the development 

of each plan, the Zoological Society launched major capital campaigns that brought in private funding to 

match county commitments. Those efforts collectively provided $26 million and $30.5 million in public 

and private funds for the 1985 and 1999 plans, respectively. The combined funding led to jointly 

approved capital programs that allowed significant renovations and improvement projects, as well as 

general infrastructure repairs.  
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As shown in Figures 2 and 3, major projects included the Peck Welcome Center ($3.3 million), 

renovation of the Macaque Island exhibit ($1.2 million), a new Animal Health Center ($4.3 million), the 

rebuilding of the Feline Building ($7.2 million), and a redesign of the family farm ($2.1 million). In 

addition to delineating capital projects, the long-range fiscal plans also solidified a commitment from 

both the county and the society to provide specified levels of operating support. 

 

 Figure 2: Major renovation and improvement projects resulting from 1985 & 1999 capital campaigns 

 

The zoo currently is nearing completion of a new master plan that aims to provide the basis for new 

exhibits and attractions, additional revenue-generating initiatives, and additional visitor amenities not 

included in prior capital plans. Impacts of the Zoo Interchange reconstruction also will be considered in 

the context of impacted grounds, functions, parking, and internal traffic patterns. This plan is expected 

to lead to a third capital campaign that may seek to raise more than $80 million over the next 10 to 15 

years.  
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Operating Budget 

Operating Expenditures 

The Milwaukee County Zoo has spent an average of $22.6 million per year during the last five years for 

operations. As shown in Table 1, expenditures during the period have been largely flat, and were 

actually $1 million lower in 2012 than in 2008. The decline in 2009 largely reflects the elimination of a 

one-time $1.4 million energy savings performance contract that was aimed at reducing water usage 

throughout the zoo. When that expenditure is excluded, the zoo’s budget increased by $355,000 over 

those five years, which largely covered increased personnel costs. The operating budget for 2013 is 

$24.6 million, roughly a 9% increase over the five-year annual average.  

 

Table 1: Zoo operating expenditures and revenues, 2008 to 2012* 

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
5-year 

change 

Expenditures   
   

    
General operating $23,326,789 $21,735,042 $21,349,599 $22,177,759 $22,272,649 ($1,054,140) 
Minor repair & maintenance $454,072 $425,974 $342,325 $483,831 $453,909 ($163) 
Debt service $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0  

Total expenditures $23,780,861 $22,161,016 $21,691,924 $22,661,590 $22,726,558 ($1,054,303) 

Revenues   
   

    
Public funding $6,421,132 $6,991,807 $5,477,757 $6,843,682 $5,362,643 ($1,058,489) 
Private funding $1,206,672 $1,253,994 $1,274,601 $1,656,160 $1,620,573 $413,901  
Earned revenue $14,887,503 $14,176,183 $14,871,470 $14,027,895 $15,609,133 $721,630  
Other** $1,265,554 -$260,968 $68,096 $133,853 $134,208 ($1,131,346) 

Total revenues $23,780,861 $22,161,016 $21,691,924 $22,661,590 $22,726,557 ($1,054,304) 

SURPLUS/(DEFICIT) $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 
        Annual county-supported 

debt service cost $3,507,989  $3,570,321  $4,159,902  $3,955,010  $4,644,170  $1,136,181  

*The Milwaukee County Zoo’s fiscal year runs from January 1
st

 to December 31
st

. 

**Other revenue includes a negative amount for sales tax revenue, reflecting sales tax revenue paid to the state for certain 

purchases made at the zoo. Also, in 2008, other revenue included $1.4 million within a performance contract escrow account. 

Source: Financial figures provided by Milwaukee County’s Department of Administrative Services and taken from BRASS, the 

county’s budgeting system. 

 

The largest component of the general operating category is personnel costs, which comprise more than 

half of annual expenditure totals. Personnel costs rose slightly over the five-year period, from $12.4 

million in 2008 to $12.6 million in 2012 (1.8%). Staffing levels increased slightly with eight additional 

FTEs, bringing total staff to 254 FTEs.  

Health care and pension costs make up about a third of personnel costs and increased from $4.3 million 

in 2008 to $4.9 million in 2011, before declining to $4.4 million in 2012 (presumably as a result of overall 

health care savings generated by the county as part of that year’s budget). These costs include both 

active fringe benefit costs and an allocation for retirees (as explained in an earlier section of this report, 

that allocation is determined by the county budget office and apportioned to each department based on 

the size of its current workforce). The zoo’s “legacy” allocation for retirees amounted to $2.3 million in 

2012. It should be noted that fringe benefit expenditures grew from 11.6% of the zoo’s overall budget in 

2003 to 19.3% 10 years later, precipitating a need for reductions in other areas of operations.  
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A particular operating budget challenge 

relates to the zoo’s ability to keep up with its 

grounds and facility maintenance needs. The 

zoo’s repair and maintenance budget – which 

addresses relatively minor maintenance 

needs not eligible for bond financing in the 

capital budget – saw a slight decline during 

the 2008-2012 timeframe, with an average 

annual expenditure of about $432,000. Given 

the impact of weather on annual operating 

revenues, zoo officials often hold off on non-

emergency maintenance work until late in 

the year to ensure that funds are available to offset lower-than-projected revenue figures and avoid a 

year-end deficit. This practice exacerbates the level of deferred maintenance at the zoo when budgeted 

preventive maintenance work cannot be 

performed.  

Currently, the county owes $21.5 million in 

outstanding debt service on previous zoo 

capital projects. As explained in an earlier 

section, annual debt service payments do not 

appear in the zoo’s operating budget, but are 

instead contained within a separate, non-

departmental budget. Approximately $4.6 

million of the total county debt service 

payment for 2012 was associated with debt 

incurred for zoo capital projects.  

Operating Revenues 

On the revenue side, as seen in Chart 1, the zoo largely is supported by earned revenues associated with 

admissions, parking, concessions, etc. In 2012, the zoo’s earned revenue of $15.6 million comprised 69% 

of its budget. Public resources (mostly county property tax levy) supported an average of 28% of the 

zoo’s operating revenues during the 2008-2012 timeframe, while private funding comprised a relatively 

steady 6% of actual revenues.  
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Chart 1: Zoo revenues by source, 2008 to 2012 

 
Source: Financial figures provided by DAS and taken from BRASS, the county’s budgeting system. 

 

The zoo has suffered from revenue deficits in most years because of lower-than-anticipated attendance 

levels, which reflects a perpetual structural imbalance. In 2012, as noted in that year’s budget 

document, the county took steps to partially rectify the imbalance by increasing admissions and parking 

fees, but excluding the additional revenue from the budget to “help offset the structural deficits” the 

zoo had experienced in previous years. Nevertheless, in August 2013, the zoo reported a revenue deficit 

of $1.4 million that will need to be partially mitigated by spending cuts. Moreover, there is concern that 

the Zoo Interchange project will be seen as an inconvenience to potential visitors in future years, 

causing further revenue challenges.  

Concern over the zoo’s fiscal instability was the catalyst for a 2010 study that examined seven 

alternative public-private governance structures for zoo operations. The study also was a reaction, in 

part, to a decline in property tax levy support and concern that county support would diminish further in 

future years. Levy amounts have declined from about $7 million in 2009 to $4.9 million in the 2013 

budget. In fact, while property tax levy made up an average of 28% of the zoo’s operating budget from 

2008 through 2012, the percentage fell to 23.6% in 2012 and 20% in the 2013 budget. The 2010 study 

emphasized the volatile nature of the county’s support and the threat it poses to the zoo’s animal 

collection, programs, and attractions. Consequently, it suggested the need for a county commitment of 

at least $6.5 million annually to support zoo operations. 

In the face of declining county support, an important question is the extent to which the zoo can boost 

other revenue streams to meet its expenditure needs. Table 2 shows a breakdown of the zoo’s earned 

revenue streams. As part of the current master planning effort, the zoo has requested that the 

consultant present five new or redeveloped revenue-generating centers to build additional earned 

revenue.  
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Table 2: Breakdown of zoo earned revenues, 2008 to 2012  

 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
5-year 

Change 

Parking fees $2,418,776  $2,580,175  $2,734,939  $2,604,884  $2,959,698  $540,922  
General admission $4,346,711  $4,249,896  $4,547,315  $4,366,237  $4,758,569  $411,858  
Sea Lion Show  $148,999  $137,898  $128,518  $125,335  $137,015  ($11,984) 
Special exhibit admissions $397,087  $186,911  $453,716  $240,870  $408,887 $11,800  
Gifts/souvenirs $1,896,241  $1,787,188  $1,689,708  $1,534,937  $1,837,718  ($58,523) 
Restaurant/concessions $4,144,847  $3,811,293  $3,910,498  $3,667,084  $3,954,837  ($190,010) 
Vending machine $237,366  $229,983  $239,860  $226,599  $226,820  ($10,546) 
Rentals $900,385  $794,723  $779,907  $902,122  $949,171  $48,786  
Rides $397,091  $398,116  $387,009  $359,827  $376,418  ($20,673) 

Total earned revenues $14,887,503 $14,176,183 $14,871,470 $14,027,895 $15,609,133 $721,630 

Source: Financial figures provided by DAS and taken from BRASS, the county’s budgeting system. 

 

The zoo’s earned revenues are highly dependent on attendance, special exhibits, and visitors’ inclination 

to spend. The zoo has regularly raised general admissions fees (from 2008 to 2012, the cost of general 

admission increased by $3 per person in summer months and by $2 in winter months), but its ability to 

raise prices is limited by the potential negative impact on attendance. In addition, while the zoo does 

benefit in certain years from popular special exhibits, annual attendance can suffer in their absence.  

Revenue from food sales has fluctuated over the years but provides a substantial additional source of 

revenue. In 2012, the zoo earned $4 million from its concessions offerings and an additional $227,000 

from vending machine sales. The sale of gifts and souvenirs generated $1.8 million in 2012, while facility 

rentals for private and special events contributed an additional $949,000. 

Parking revenue is another important source of support for the zoo, generating about $3 million in 2012, 

or 19% of the zoo’s earned revenue. Parking for a single passenger vehicle now costs $12, an increase of 

$2 over 2008. Members of the Zoological Society, however, receive free parking with the Parking Plus 

Pass. For each visit by a parking plus member, the zoo charges the society the regular price of parking 

less $1. In 2012, the society provided $1.5 million to the zoo as reimbursement for these pass holders – 

50% of the zoo’s total parking revenue. 

Finally, the zoo receives about $1 million in direct support from the society annually. This amount has 

fluctuated over the last five years, with a low of $865,000 in 2009. However, in the five years prior to 

2008, support from the society was significantly lower, averaging $420,000 annually. The society also 

cites an annual contribution of about $1.7 million in in-kind assistance. Combined, the society dedicated 

roughly $4.2 million of its budget in 2012 to the zoo in the form of parking reimbursement, direct 

support, and in-kind assistance. The remainder of the society’s budget is directed toward sustaining 

member programs; promoting special events; supporting state, national, and international preservation 

efforts; and supporting the society’s daily operations. 

Zoo and county officials have expressed concern over the years regarding the price of membership 

charged by the Zoological Society, though it is hoped that this issue will be resolved through a new 

MOU. Because members of the Zoological Society can visit the zoo multiple times for free as part of 

their membership, assessing a fair level of financial support from the society to the zoo has been 

somewhat contentious. In the early 1990s, only about 20% of zoo visitors were members of the society. 

That percentage has increased to almost 50% today, significantly decreasing the number of paid visits. 
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While the Zoological Society retains the membership fees ($4.8 million in 2011), the zoo benefits from 

the parking revenue and any other revenues generated during each member’s visit. 

Capital Budget 

The zoo’s capital expenditures totaled $17.8 million over the last five years, averaging about $3.6 million 

annually. The two largest endeavors were a $5 million renovation to the visitor center in 2008, newly 

named the U.S. Bank Gathering Place; and a $2.2 million renovation to the hippo exhibit in 2009. The 

U.S. Bank Gathering Place venture was the final project of the zoo’s second capital campaign and 

included a new front atrium entrance, an upgraded restaurant, new accessible restrooms, and a 

renovated gift shop. The hippo project was made possible by a private donation and extended the zoo’s 

pachyderm building by 1,500 square feet in order to create space for an additional male hippo.  

As shown in Chart 2, the support for these capital costs was split about evenly between private funding 

from the Zoological Society and general obligation bonds from the county. This generally follows the 

agreement between the society and the zoo after the last master plan, which dictates that projects 

associated with the plan (including capital repairs and maintenance) would be split 50/50.11   

Despite the nearly $18 million in capital spending during the past five years, a significant backlog of 

major repair and maintenance needs continues to exist. While zoo officials were unable to provide a 

precise dollar figure associated with the backlog, a list of needed capital projects compiled in 2008 for 

the zoo’s Animal Division alone identified $5.5 million in maintenance and $130.7 million in capital 

improvement needs. While certain projects have been completed since that report, zoo staff indicate 

that the same degree of need remains, though recent efforts by the county to redirect unspent bond 

proceeds to expedite the completion of zoo projects have been helpful.  

According to county capital planning documents (including the zoo’s submission to the Capital 

Improvements Committee in February 2013) and discussions with zoo officials, the estimated cost of 

needed capital projects over the next five years totals at least $68.1 million. This is an increase of $50.3 

million in capital spending from the previous five-year period, as shown in Chart 2. As explained below, 

however, $9 million of this amount relates to the relocation of a parking lot that will be displaced as a 

result of the Zoo Interchange reconstruction and that is anticipated to be funded by the state.   

  

                                                           
11 This does not include the cost of purchasing animals, as such costs are supported by certain earned revenues collected in a 

specimen trust fund.  
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Chart 2: Prior and projected five-year capital funding comparison 

 
Source: Capital expenditure history for 2008-2012 provided by the Comptroller’s Office and expanded to include additional 

privately-funded projects identified by zoo staff. Capital expenditures for 2013-2017 are taken from the county’s 2013 capital 

plan and the zoo’s submission to the Capital Improvements Committee and adds construction of new elephant and sea lion 

exhibits. Adjustments also are made to reflect revised cost estimates for the auxiliary parking lot and hippo exhibit. 

 

It is anticipated that all costs beyond the Zoo Interchange-related project again will be split equally 

between the zoo and the society. In the past, the county has provided greater support over the first few 

years of a large zoo capital plan, with overall costs balancing out to 50/50 over the life of the plan. The 

county’s portion of capital costs is projected to be $29.7 million for the next five years, or $5.9 million 

annually. Table 3 shows some of the major capital projects and estimated spending amounts anticipated 

from 2013 through 2017. 

Table 3: Projected five-year capital expenditure breakdown 

Project 

2013-2017 
Capital 

Expenditures 

Repair & Replacement   
Aviary roof replacement $1,686,590  

Floor resurfacing - apes, primates, Aquatic & Reptile Center, restrooms $788,800  

Bear Service Areas (Grizzly, Polar, Brown, Himalayan Black) $699,815  
Pachyderm Building tunnel reinforcement $541,700  
Zoo Apes Building boiler replacement $284,000  
Asphalt replacement - Family Farm & Savannah Yard to camel $228,070  
Elephant shade structure $152,529  
Oak/Maple/Little Oak picnic area renovations $139,700  
Red Panda exhibit modifications $105,300  

Capital Improvements   
Sea Lion exhibit (master plan item) $16,300,000  
Unspecified Zoo master plan projects $15,200,000  
African Plains exhibit (master plan item) $12,588,625  
Underwater Hippo exhibit (master plan item) $9,600,000  
Auxiliary parking lot $9,000,000  
Zoo Life support emergency generators $236,400  

Other Projects $530,865  

Total 5-year Capital Expenditures $68,082,394  

Source: Capital expenditures for 2013-2017 are taken from the county’s 2013 adopted capital plan and the zoo’s submission to 

the county’s Capital Improvements Committee in early 2013 and adds construction of a new elephant exhibit and sea lion 

exhibit. Adjustments also are included to reflect revised cost estimates for the auxiliary parking lot and hippo exhibit. 
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The following provides additional details on some of the individual projects included in the zoo’s five-

year capital plan (this does not include several projects that have yet to be formally identified during the 

master planning process): 

 

 Auxiliary Parking Lot:  The state has developed a plan to rebuild a nine-mile stretch of roadway that 

includes and surrounds the Zoo Interchange, with construction to begin in 2014 and last at least 

through 2018. This will be the largest highway project in Wisconsin’s history, at an estimated cost of 

$1.7 billion. As noted above, zoo officials are concerned about the impacts of this project on 

attendance during the lengthy construction period, as well as construction-related physical impacts. 

The most disruptive element involves a new highway ramp that would carry traffic from U.S. 45 

southbound to I-94. The zoo would lose approximately 7.6 of its 200 acres as a result of the ramp, 

including 700 parking spaces in the zoo’s overflow lot.  
 

According to the zoo’s submission to the Capital Improvements Committee, it is anticipated that the 

state will pick up the entire replacement cost of a relocated parking lot on the former Bliffert 

Lumber Company property (at Bluemound and Highway 100) purchased by the county in 1990 and 

still undeveloped. In addition, the zoo expects the state to cover the costs of developing a 

corresponding visitors entrance that would include an admissions welcome center, novelty shops, 

and concessions. The zoo hopes to have the lot and its visitor entrance completed by April 2015. 

Negotiations are still ongoing to determine the scope of the project and the level of expenditure the 

state is willing to pick up. 

       

 Major repair and maintenance projects: Several projects are aimed at addressing the zoo’s aging 

infrastructure. Larger projects include roof replacements, floor resurfacing, and two boiler 

replacements at a combined cost of $3.7 million. The largest single project is a $1.6 million roof 

replacement for the zoo’s aviary. The current roof is the aviary’s first and is more than 45 years old. 

Leaks have become a major issue and have begun to jeopardize the structure. There is also roof 

deterioration in the Pachyderm Building tunnel, with reinforcement estimated to cost $541,700. 

Additional roof and siding repairs are needed at several of the zoo’s picnic areas at a cost of 

$139,700. The zoo also wants to spend about $1 million to resurface several asphalt and epoxy 

floors that have suffered a significant amount of wear over several years of use. Work would be 

done both within exhibits and in visitor areas. Replacement of two 20-year-old boilers in the apes 

enclosure round out the larger repair and maintenance projects. The two replacement boilers will 

cost approximately $284,000. 
 

 Bear service area structures: The zoo has proposed renovation to five bear service areas, including 

areas for the American black bear, polar bear, grizzly bear, brown bear and the Himalayan black 

bear. These service areas are 50 years old and no longer meet the accreditation standards of the 

Association of Zoos and Aquariums. Renovations will modernize the facilities and bring them up to 

standard at an estimated total cost of $699,800. 
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 Elephant and red panda shade structures: To meet accreditation standards, the zoo has proposed 

installation of two shade structures on the outdoor elephant exhibit to prevent the elephants from 

any discomfort caused by direct sunlight. The estimated cost for this project is $152,500. The 

outdoor red panda exhibit has a similar need for which the zoo has requested $105,300.  
 

 Zoo life support emergency generators: In order to ensure continuous power to the five major 

exhibit clusters, the zoo has proposed installation of permanent electrical generators. This is a 

preventive measure that will protect animals from the loss of critical life support systems, including 

heat, air conditioning, and water filtration. The zoo has requested a total of $236,400 through 2017, 

or $59,100 annually for four years, to pay for these generators. 

 
Zoo master plan 

As previously mentioned, the zoo is nearing completion of a new master plan that will provide a road 

map for the next 10 to 15 years. The plan will focus on areas of the zoo that earlier master plans left 

unaddressed, and also will plan for changes necessary to accommodate the Zoo Interchange project. 

The new plan will include both major repair and maintenance projects and new exhibits. In fact, the zoo 

director has indicated there could be eight possible exhibit spaces up for replacement or renovation.  

Once the planning process is completed, plan components and associated cost estimates will be publicly 

disclosed. Currently, as shown above, the zoo anticipates a cost of $53.7 million for master plan projects 

through 2017. It is expected that additional projects will boost the total cost of identified projects to 

more than $80 million. The following provides greater detail on three major projects already identified:  

the African Plains Exhibit, the Underwater Hippo Exhibit, and the Sea Lion Exhibit. Historically, the 

society has raised money to pay for half of all approved master plan projects.  

 

 African Plains Exhibit:  The zoo plans a multi-exhibit renovation for African plains animals, including 

African bull elephants. New accreditation standards imposed by the Association of Zoos and 

Aquariums served as the catalyst for the project, as those standards now require that zoos provide 

space for both male and female elephants out of concern over a declining elephant population. To 

accommodate a male elephant, the zoo would need to expand its elephant exhibit by 24,000 square 

feet beyond its current 12,000-square-foot footprint. The zoo’s capital submission only indicates the 

cost of the design phase, which is estimated to be $2.6 million and which, according to the 

accreditation standards timeline, must be completed by 2015. Our capital breakdown also includes 

the cost of building the new elephant complex, which is estimated to be at least another $10 to $15 

million. An additional unspecified amount will be necessary to fund the construction of associated 

visitor amenities. The zoo hopes to complete the entire project by 2017. 
 

 Underwater Hippo Exhibit:  A major renovation in the hippo and bongo spaces will make way for a 

new outdoor hippo underwater-viewing exhibit. Visitors will be able to see hippos from a variety of 

angles, not just from the top of the pool. The zoo anticipates this exhibit to be its featured exhibit 

over the next 10 years and a driver of increased attendance. This project is a follow-up to the 2009 

expansion of the hippo exhibit. The underwater exhibit would be built to hold up to four hippos. In 
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addition to the underwater-viewing area, the renovation would include an 80,000-gallon hippo pool 

with a state-of-the-art water filtration system. Plans also include a new visitor plaza. Zoo officials 

hope to have the entire project completed by 2016 at an estimated cost of $9.6 million. A donation 

of $4.8 million already has been secured to support half of this cost, with the remainder likely to be 

split between the county and the Zoological Society. 
 

 Other master plan concepts and projects: Zoo officials and key stakeholders are completing the 

remaining elements of the master plan, which will fall into five major concepts/themes. Those 

concepts include the African elephant exhibit mentioned above, an expansion of the existing 

primates building, addition of a new sea lion exhibit, a woods submersion experience that utilizes 

elevated boardwalks, island-themed exhibits for more tropical exploration, and additional 

interactive educational experiences. Table 3 conservatively estimates $15.2 million in additional 

unspecified master plan projects and also includes the cost of the sea lion exhibit, which is 

estimated at $16.3 million. 

 

Summary of Financial Needs  

Operations 

Unpredictable attendance patterns, uncertain county support, and a substantial backlog of maintenance 

and repair needs have created significant operating budget challenges for the Milwaukee County Zoo. 

To mitigate regular annual year-end deficits, the zoo has been forced to enact spending freezes that are 

not always conducive to its long-term financial health, particularly when it means delaying expenditures 

on repairs and maintenance. That paradigm compounds an annual repair and maintenance budget that 

likely is too small; in fact, zoo officials suggest that increasing that budget to about $1 million annually – 

twice the average amount expended over the last five years – would be desirable.  

The 2010 governance report suggested an annual county property tax levy contribution of $6.5 million 

to help rectify the zoo’s operating budget challenges. Using that finding as a barometer of the zoo’s 

short-term operating budget need suggests that a new or enhanced public funding source that would 

add about $1.6 million to the zoo’s operating budget might ensure a more sustainable budget outlook. 

Capital 

The zoo’s soon-to-be-completed master plan will identify several new large-scale projects. In the past, 

master plans have included a mix of major repair projects and zoo improvements. That likely will be the 

case for the new plan, with the zoo already indicating a need for $5.4 million for major maintenance and 

renovation projects and at least another $53.7 million for expanded exhibits over the next five years. 

Combining those projects with the $9 million cost of a new auxiliary parking lot (which should be 

reimbursed by the state) yields a total projected need of $68.1 million over the next five years, which is 

$50.3 million more than the total capital expenditure seen in the last five years. It is hoped that 

completion of these projects will ensure optimal care for zoo animals, enhance the visitor experience, 

and build the zoo’s earned revenue streams.  
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A new funding source on the capital side could assist this potentially daunting capital program, 

particularly in light of the county’s desire to limit annual debt issuance. Traditionally, half of the costs 

associated with the zoo’s capital program have been financed through county general obligation bonds 

and half by the Zoological Society. A new source of funding could fully or partially cash finance one or 

more projects and eliminate the need for interest costs and debt service payments for the county share. 

This would benefit the county either by making room for other pressing county capital needs, or by 

reducing debt service costs within the county’s operating budget. With this relief, the county also may 

have more capacity to increase its annual property tax levy contribution to zoo operations. 

Alternatively, a new capital funding source could be used to directly repay the principal and/or interest 

costs incurred by the county for new master plan projects. Again, by taking the burden of debt service 

payments off the county sales tax, there would be less pressure on the county’s property tax levy and 

perhaps greater potential for the county to elevate operating support for the zoo.  
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MILWAUKEE COUNTY PARKS 

Background 

Despite several 

years of public 

debate regarding 

the condition of 

Milwaukee County’s 

parks, county 

residents continue 

to enjoy one of the 

most 

comprehensive 

urban parks systems 

in the country. That 

system includes 

approximately 

15,000 acres of 

parkland, 150 parks 

and parkways, 15 

golf courses, two 

community/recreati

on centers, two 

indoor pools, nine 

outdoor pools, two 

family aquatic 

centers, dozens of 

small splash pads 

and wading pools, 

five beaches, 117 tennis courts, 178 picnic areas, 25 major pavilions, and 175 athletic fields. The 

county’s Department of Parks, Recreation and Culture also is responsible for the 108-mile Oak Leaf Trail 

and a variety of additional nature trails, and it owns and administers several regional cultural and 

recreational amenities, including the Mitchell Park Domes, Boerner Botanical Gardens,  and McKinley 

Marina.  

The county parks system traces its inception to 1907, when local leaders created a Milwaukee County 

Park Commission under the purview of the Milwaukee County Board of Supervisors to oversee the 

creation of parks outside of the City of Milwaukee and “form a ‘green belt’…of scenic drives and parks 

Milwaukee County Parks 

1. Operating budget challenges caused Parks Department 
staffing to sharply decline during the past five years, which 
has contributed to a large backlog of basic repair and 
maintenance needs. Returning staffing to 2008 levels and 
increasing contracted repairs and maintenance to optimal 
levels would require an additional $4 million in local 
resources annually. 
 

2. The weather-dependency of several of the department’s key 
sources of earned revenue is an ongoing challenge that has 
been exacerbated by overly optimistic revenue budgets. 

 
3. We have identified $82.5 million in capital improvement 

needs for the parks during the next five years, which exceeds 
the total from the previous five years by $24.6 million and 
will be difficult for the county to meet. The vast majority of 
those needs fall into the category of infrastructure repair 
and replacement, as opposed to new or improved amenities.  

Needs Assessment Snapshot 
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encircling the county.”12 In that year, the Wisconsin Legislature also authorized the use of local property 

tax levy to fill in submerged lakefront land to create Lincoln Memorial Drive, establishing a precedent for 

the use of local revenue sources to fund the county’s parks system. Six years later, a new mill rate 

provision allowed the commission to significantly expand its acquisition of parkland.  

In 1937, citizens approved a referendum that authorized the transfer of city parks to the county’s Park 

Commission. That act – combined with the transfer of several parks from Milwaukee County suburbs at 

about the same time – formed the basis for today’s county parks system. During the next 40 years, the 

system grew considerably and added, among other major amenities, the Mitchell Park Domes (1967), 

the McKinley Marina (1979), a county-wide network of bicycle trails (1976), and several community 

centers. 

Though owned by and technically a part of county government, the parks were overseen for 75 years by 

the Park Commission. Commission members were appointed by the County Board chairman and initially 

were empowered not only to establish policy and oversee the operation of the parks, but also to 

steward system expansion. With the creation of the county executive’s office in 1960 – to whom the 

parks director was directed to report (in addition to the commission) – the commission’s role became 

more advisory in nature. Ultimately, in 1982, the commission was abolished as part of a transformation 

of Milwaukee County government to a cabinet form of government. A new Department of Parks, 

Recreation and Culture was established to administer the parks, with the parks director reporting 

directly to the county executive.13   

The removal of specialized status for the parks and their transformation to a regular department of 

county government placed them in more direct competition with other county departments for their 

appropriate share of the county’s budget pie. Not coincidentally, as detailed by the Forum in a 2002 

report, this “marked the beginning of major staff cuts, funding cuts, rate hikes, increased user fees, and 

fewer services provided by the county parks. With most of the county budget going toward social 

services and criminal justice, the parks became a luxury and were the first to see the budget ax.”14 

For the past three decades, beginning with a 1982 Milwaukee Sentinel series titled “Parks in Peril?”, 

county policymakers, advocates, and outside observers have cited the department’s inability to properly 

maintain its assets – as well as its diminished workforce (down from 1,195 FTEs in 1985 to 391 in the 

2013 budget) – as evidence of the system’s decline. More recently, a 2009 report by the county’s audit 

department cited a backlog of infrastructure repairs and maintenance that “likely exceeds $200 million” 

and described a “tale of two systems” – one consisting of certain high-profile parks facilities and 

                                                           
12

 “History of the Parks,” Milwaukee County Parks Department web site, 
http://county.milwaukee.gov/HistoryoftheParks16572.htm. 
13

 “Public Spaces, Public Priorities,” Public Policy Forum, December 2002, 
http://publicpolicyforum.org/sites/default/files/parkstudy.pdf. 
14

 Ibid. 

http://county.milwaukee.gov/HistoryoftheParks16572.htm
http://publicpolicyforum.org/sites/default/files/parkstudy.pdf
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amenities that had been appropriately maintained, and another consisting of remaining parks and 

facilities that had been allowed to substantially deteriorate.15   

Those concerns have led many to call for a dedicated source of public funding for the county parks that 

would free the system from competition with other county functions and ensure appropriate levels of 

funding for both operating and capital needs. Some, including at least one major parks advocacy group, 

also have suggested that the establishment of such a funding source be accompanied by the creation of 

a separate parks district to own and operate the parks. 

In the meantime, while concerned parties have cited a continued decline in the county’s property tax 

commitment to the Parks Department (down from a high of $31 million in 1986 to $23 million in 2012, 

or more than 70% in inflation-adjusted dollars), a bright spot has been the department’s ability to secure 

additional support from friends groups, private sector donors, enhanced fees, and other sources. In 

2013, 42% of the department’s revenue budget is derived from sources other than the county property 

tax, as compared to 20-25% throughout the 1980s. Some of this new revenue has been generated 

through public-private partnerships in the parks, including Bartolotta’s Lake Park Bistro, the Starbucks in 

Red Arrow Park, and, more recently, the establishment of a new beer garden in Estabrook Park. 

Operating Budget 

Operating Expenditures 

The Parks Department spent an average of $41.4 million per year over the 2008-2012 timeframe, as 

shown in Table 1. Total annual expenditures declined over the period, from $43.3 million in 2008 to 

$40.4 million in 2012. That total does not include debt service on parks capital projects, which is 

budgeted separately in the county’s general operating budget as part of its overall debt service account.  

Table 1: Parks Department Operating Expenditures and Debt Service, 2008-2012* 

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
5-year 

Change 

Expenditures             
Personal Services $27,625,660 $27,170,698 $26,422,026 $26,386,429 $24,583,739 ($3,041,921) 
Services $5,391,336 $5,565,491 $5,432,820 $5,845,854 $5,780,592 $389,256  
Commodities $2,955,360 $2,776,575 $2,719,616 $2,739,656 $3,451,737 $496,377  
Other Charges $11,484 $13,866 $8,999 $622 $51,932 $40,448  
Capital Outlay $1,831,541 $700,831 $419,530 $700,823 $508,264 ($1,323,277) 
Crosscharges/Abatements $5,467,500 $5,299,173 $5,432,913 $5,891,734 $6,070,450 $602,950  

Total Expenditures $43,282,881 $41,526,633 $40,435,903 $41,535,118 $40,446,714 ($2,836,167) 

Annual county-supported 
debt service cost 

$12,778,054 $13,821,934 $14,350,452 $13,145,966 $16,287,603 $3,509,549  

*The Park Department’s fiscal year runs from January 1
st

 to December 31
st

. 

Source: Financial figures provided by the Milwaukee County Parks Department. 

Personnel-related costs account for a substantial share of the department’s operating budget (61% in 

2012). Those costs are comprised not only of salaries and fringe benefits for the department’s active 
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 Milwaukee County Department of Audit, “A Tale of Two Systems,” December 2009, 
http://county.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/cntyAudit/report0916.pdf. 
 

http://county.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/cntyAudit/report0916.pdf
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employees, but also an allocation from the county’s central budget office that reflects the department’s 

share of the county’s “legacy” costs for health care and pension benefits owed to retired employees. 

The department’s actual personnel costs have decreased during the five-year period (from $27.6 million 

in 2008 to 24.6 million in 2012), despite increasing cost pressures from the county’s rising retiree health 

care and pension obligations and inflationary salary increases. This is attributed largely to a reduction in 

staffing levels.  

Figure 1 illustrates the changes in Parks Department staffing during the past five years by showing actual 

full-time and part-time staffing levels during the department’s peak mid-summer pay period. This 

portrayal of staffing levels shows a significant decrease in actual mid-summer staffing levels between 

2009 and 2013, though 2013 did show a small rebound.  

Figure 1: Parks department mid-summer staffing levels, 2009-2013 (Projected) 

 
Source: Financial figures provided by the Milwaukee County Parks Department. 

As noted above, the decline in Parks Department staffing levels has been an issue of considerable public 

debate for many years. The 2009 Department of Audit report noted that reduced staffing “negatively 

impact(s) the department’s ability to maintain its infrastructure,”16 and that this was a primary cause of 

an infrastructure repair and maintenance backlog that “likely exceeded” $200 million. Meanwhile, parks 

advocates have argued that the department’s ability to perform basic functions to the levels desired by 

parks patrons in areas ranging from mowing, to manicuring ball fields, to painting buildings, has been 

severely compromised.  

During annual budget deliberations, as various FTE reductions have been proposed, department and 

budget officials often have defended the moves as efficiency measures that actually provide for more 

parks maintenance and upkeep by reorganizing the mix of full-time, part-time, and seasonal workers. 

For example, increased use of seasonal workers reduces the number of FTEs, but does not necessarily 

produce a diminution of service levels if those seasonal workers are strategically employed during the 
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 Ibid., p. 3. 
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spring, summer, and early fall, when the need for maintenance and grounds work is greatest. There also 

have been efforts to enhance the sharing of highway maintenance staff between the Parks Department 

and the county’s transportation department to take advantage of the reduced workload for parks staff 

during the winter months. 

It is beyond the scope of this analysis to definitively determine the impacts of reduced staffing levels on 

parks infrastructure, grounds, and overall service levels. The department’s documented backlog of 

major maintenance and capital repairs does suggest, however, that enhanced levels of maintenance 

staff would be beneficial to engage in greater preventive maintenance activities and to address the 

backlog in minor repairs on a timely basis. Furthermore, the debates that have taken place during 

county budget deliberations over the past several years suggest that while Parks Department staffing 

reductions have been proposed with efficiency improvements in mind, they also have been a response 

to the overall financial pressures faced by Milwaukee County that have required virtually all 

departments to attempt to make do with fewer resources. 

In addition to allocating dollars for maintenance staff, the department maintains line items in its 

operating budget for contracted costs related to routine repair and maintenance activities, as well as 

maintenance equipment and related costs (these line items are distinct from major capital repairs and 

improvements, which are funded in the 

capital improvements budget). Figure 2 

shows 2008-2012 actual expenditures for 

grounds and building-related maintenance. 

The increased expenditures in 2011 and 

2012 may reflect both the increased need 

for repair and maintenance in light of 

deferrals in previous years, as well as 

increased scrutiny on this issue that has 

been generated by the 2009 audit report 

and concerns raised by parks advocates.     

Finally, the county currently owes $100.6 

million of outstanding debt service on 

parks capital projects. The debt service 

payment on those projects was 

approximately $16.3 million in 2012, which 

was 22% of the county’s overall $74 million 

debt service payment. As explained above, 

annual debt service payments do not 

appear in the department’s operating 

budget, but are instead contained in a 

separate, non-departmental budget.  
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Operating Revenues 

The Parks Department’s budget is supported mainly by a mix of county property tax levy and earned 

revenue, as shown in Chart 1. During the 2008-2012 timeframe, the county’s levy support averaged 

$23.8 million annually, which equates to 57% of the average annual revenue budget. The $22.1 million 

property tax levy allocation in 2012 was the lowest annual allocation during the period, while the 

previous year’s $25.6 million was the highest. 

Chart 1: Parks Department revenues by source, 2008 to 2012  

 
Source: Financial figures provided by the Milwaukee County Parks Department. 

 

With regard to earned revenue, the five leading sources were golf course fees and associated golf 

revenue; McKinley Marina slip and anchor rentals; restaurant concessions; building space rentals; and 

pool revenue.17 Annual revenues for those five areas for the 2008-2012 timeframe are shown in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: Leading Sources of Parks Department Revenue, 2008-2012 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Golf Fees and Permits 5,247,569  5,587,093  5,112,633  4,908,843  5,914,617  

McKinley Marina Rentals 1,696,004  1,706,682  1,446,740  1,581,055  1,665,463  

Restaurant Concessions 1,458,952  1,353,564  1,345,837  1,255,359  1,380,766  

Building Space Rental 1,335,932  1,370,388  1,338,261  1,381,613  1,117,768  

Pool Revenue 703,603  763,711  963,854  852,769  961,248  

Source: Financial figures provided by the Milwaukee County Parks Department. 

 

The 2008-2012 timeframe saw swings in total earned revenues – from a high of $19.6 million in 2008 to 

a low of $15.8 million in 2011. These swings largely reflect the weather-dependency of several of the 

department’s key revenue streams, such as golf and pools. This presents a significant budgetary 
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 It should be noted that Parks Department revenue and expenditure breakdowns for the past five years indicate 
that golf courses generate an annual net profit for the county (i.e. net golf revenue exceeds net golf expenditures), 
while pools require property tax levy support.  
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challenge for the county given its low levels of reserves and contingency funds, and it also indirectly 

impacts the department’s maintenance backlog, as parks officials often hold maintenance funds in 

reserve until late in the year to potentially offset any revenue shortfalls that may materialize because of 

weather-related issues. To the extent that those shortfalls do materialize, budgeted appropriations for 

maintenance may not be spent. It is worth noting that in the 2013 budget, budgeted earned revenues 

were reduced by $750,000 to better reflect actual annual revenue collections and alleviate fiscal 

pressure on the department. 

Breakdown of Major Regional Assets 

As noted above, the Milwaukee County Department of Parks, Recreation and Culture administers and 

funds a broad variety of natural and built amenities. Those include a handful of major regional cultural 

and recreational assets, as well as dozens of amenities that are more localized in nature, including 

parkways, bike trails, athletic fields, community centers, pools, and golf courses. In light of the focus in 

this research effort on potential new sources of funding to support major cultural, recreational, and 

entertainment assets in Milwaukee County, this section isolates certain components of the 

department’s budget that may be most relevant to that discussion. 

McKinley Marina 

McKinley Marina – located just north of Veteran’s Park at the north end of the Milwaukee Harbor 

breakwater – offers launch sites, slip rentals (more than 650 slips) and winter storage to boaters. The 

marina is officially open from 

May 1 through October 31. As 

noted above, it is one of the 

most lucrative revenue sources 

for the Parks Department, 

generating more than $2 

million annually. Figure 4 

shows that the marina has 

generated a net profit of more 

than $1 million in each of the 

past five years. The average net 

profit during that timeframe 

was $1.1 million.  
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Mitchell Park Domes 

The Mitchell Park Conservatory (known as the “Domes”) consists of three glass domes – 140 feet in 

diameter and 85 feet high – that exhibit plants in a naturalistic setting. Each dome has a distinct theme 

and climate: one features a desert climate, another tropical, and the third a rotating seasonal floral 

display. The Domes were completed in 1967 at a total cost of about $4.5 million, and they underwent a 

major capital renovation in 2008 that was highlighted by a privately-financed new LED lighting system 

and light show. The Domes 

attract more than 200,000 

visitors per year and also are a 

popular location for weddings 

and special events. Despite the 

popularity of the Domes, they 

have operated at a net loss in 

each of the past five years, as 

shown in Figure 5. The average 

annual property tax levy 

commitment needed to bridge 

that gap was $872,000 during 

the period. 

Milwaukee County Sports 

Complex 

The Milwaukee County Sports Complex consists of a 55,000-square-foot building and adjacent outdoor 

facilities in Franklin that are available for rental for sports leagues and special events. The Complex’s 

field house includes batting cages, soccer fields, volleyball courts, and basketball courts, while its 

outdoor facilities can 

accommodate baseball, 

football, rugby, and soccer. An 

outdoor stadium includes a field 

equipped with electronic 

scoreboards and bleacher 

seating. After several years of 

leasing the Complex to a private 

operator, the Parks Department 

took over Complex operations 

10 years ago and today enjoys a 

small profit from rentals, 

concessions, and league fees, as 

shown in Figure 6. 
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Figure 5: Mitchell Park Domes expenditures and 
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Boerner Botanical Gardens 

The Boerner Botanical Gardens – located in Whitnall Park in Hales Corners – is a horticultural showplace 

consisting of more than 40 acres of 

specialty gardens, as well as an 

education and visitor center 

(constructed under a public/private 

partnership in 2003) that also houses 

a catering and dining facility. The 

Gardens attract both plant lovers and 

students, as well as weddings, 

meetings, and other special events. 

Expenditures have exceeded 

revenues in each of the past five 

years, as shown in Figure 7. Annual 

property tax levy support averaged 

$656,000 during the period. 

Capital Budget 

From 2008 to 2012, Milwaukee County spent $57.9 million on dozens of capital projects across its broad 

range of parkways, trails, bike paths, athletic fields, buildings, grounds, etc., an average of $11.6 million 

annually. As shown in Chart 2, county financing (in the form of general obligation bonds) supported the 

majority ($43.7 million) of project costs. Other funds were contributed by friends groups and other non-

county sources.  

Chart 2: Prior and projected five-year capital funding comparison 

 
Source: Capital expenditure history for 2008-2012 provided by the Milwaukee County Comptroller’s Office and expanded to 

include additional privately-funded projects identified by the Milwaukee County Parks Department. Capital expenditures for 

2013-2017 are taken from the county’s 2013 adopted capital plan and the department’s submission to the county’s Capital 

Improvements Committee in early 2013. 
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The largest project in terms of county-funded capital expenditures during the past five years was 

construction of the David Schultz Aquatic Center in Lincoln Park, which accounted for $8.4 million (19%) 

of the total. Other major individual projects involving mostly county funds included rehabilitation of the 

Lake Park Lion’s Bridge ($1.3 million); Wilson Park Recreation Center improvements ($1.2 million); the 

Kohl Park Connector on the Oak Leaf bike trail ($857,000); access improvements in Riverside Park 

($805,000); and O’Donnell Park Parking Structure repairs ($785,000).  

While individual projects often are the source of large capital expenditures by the county, the 

department also groups together smaller projects involving different categories of amenities in its 

capital improvements budget. The largest such groupings in terms of capital investment during the 

2008-2012 timeframe  include countywide play area redevelopment ($4.8 million), pool repairs and 

improvements ($1.9 million), HVAC and roof replacement ($1.2 million), and golf course repairs and 

improvements ($942,000). 

The county also engaged in several capital projects that involved substantial private sector funding 

during the past five years. The largest of those was a new aquatic center at Hoyt Park. The aquatic 

center is unique in that it is operated by the Friends of Hoyt Park and Pool, which raised $6.5 million in 

private sector donations to renovate the former Hoyt Park pool (closed in 2003). The friends group now 

administers the pool with no county operating support under a 55-year lease with the county. The 

county did contribute about $1.5 million in capital funds toward the project. Other notable recipients of 

private sector funding were the Rock Sports Complex in Franklin, where $4 million in private funds were 

used to convert a former landfill into a major sports complex; and “Packers Field,” which used $1.5 

million in private contributions raised primarily by Journey House and the Green Bay Packers to create a 

new Lambeau Field-replica football field at Mitchell Park.  

Chart 2 also shows projected capital expenditures for the 2013-17 timeframe. Those expenditures total 

$82.5 million, which is $24.6 million more than the amount spent in the previous five-year period. This 

total includes the projects listed in the Parks Department’s five-year capital improvements submission to 

the Capital Improvements Committee earlier this year, as well as one additional project – the South Side 

Aquatics Center – not listed in that submission, but cited by department officials. Table 3 provides a 

breakdown of the major parks capital projects that total more than $2 million in anticipated 

expenditures during the next five years. The total of $43 million for these projects comprises 52% of the 

overall total of identified capital improvements projects for the 2013-17 timeframe.  
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Table 3: Major Parks Department capital projects, 2013-17 

Project 

2013-2017 
Capital 

Expenditures 

Repair and Maintenance  

Menomonee River Parkway reconstruction $6,000,000  

Park walkways $5,300,000  

Estabrook Dam impoundment sediment remediation $4,200,000 

Greenfield Golf Course irrigation $2,600,000 

South Lakefront multi-use trails $2,208,000 

Kosciuszko Community Center HVAC $2,000,000  

Sherman Park Boys & Girls Club HVAC $2,000,000  

Capital Improvements  

South Side Aquatics Center* $10,000,000 

Softball & baseball complex improvements $4,350,000 

South Shore boat launch, marina, parking lot & beach reconstruction $4,350,000 

Total Major Projects $43,008,000  

Source: Parks Department report on five-year capital improvement program, February 2013 

* While there is no official cost estimate for this project, $8.4 million was spent to complete a similar  

aquatic center in Lincoln Park in 2008; we use that amount as a rough estimate and adjust it for inflation  
to come up with an estimate of $10 million. 

 

The five-year capital improvement program for 2013-2017 contains 162 separate projects (including the 

eight projects cited above). It is clear from this list that the greatest capital needs for the county parks 

lie mainly in the category of major repairs, maintenance, and replacement. Indeed, unlike several of 

the cultural institutions analyzed in the previous section, the Parks Department’s top priority is not 

major improvements that hold potential for substantial increases in earned revenue, but rather a huge 

list of basic repairs and maintenance that transcends its vast array of buildings, grounds and amenities.  

Nevertheless, discussions with department officials and deeper analysis of the department’s five-year 

capital improvements program do reveal a handful of potential projects that are more substantive in 

nature and hold potential to enhance the department’s earned revenue and public exposure. The 

following briefly summarizes those projects: 

 South Side Aquatics Center: In 2006, the county executive proposed a new model for county pools 

under which it would close several poorly-attended outdoor deep well pools and all wading pools, 

and instead create an updated system of regional aquatic facilities and new neighborhood splash 

pads. While that proposal was rejected as a whole by the County Board, the county did proceed with 

a handful of new splash pads and recently completed the new regional water parks at Lincoln and 

Hoyt Parks. While not in the department’s formal five-year capital plan, parks officials have 

discussed the idea of another regional aquatics center on the South Side. Completion of the center 

would give the county two regional aquatic centers in the north region (Lincoln and Hoyt) and two in 

the south (Cool Waters in Greenfield Park and South Side). No cost estimates have been developed, 

but the $8.4 million price tag for the Lincoln Park water park (which was completed in 2008) 

provides insight into the potential cost of such a project.  
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 Baseball/Softball Complexes: The department’s five-year capital plan cites a $4.35 million project 

over four years (first two years planning and design and second two years implementation) to create 

new baseball and softball complexes at Wilson, West Milwaukee, and Kohl Parks. The complexes 

would use existing park property or acquire adjacent property. A softball complex would consist of a 

minimum of four softball diamonds with minimum 300-foot outfields (baseball diamonds would 

have 320- to 410-foot outfields), lighting, scoreboards/sound system, and parking for a minimum of 

140 vehicles. Each new complex also would entail the construction of a new building to 

accommodate restrooms, a concession area, scorers, and an announcers’ booth. All diamonds 

would be completely fenced, with players’ benches and spectator seating.  
 

 South Shore Boat Launch, Marina, Parking Lot and Beach Reconstruction: The five-year capital plan 

also cites a $4.35 million, four-year project to undertake a series of major improvements to the 

marina and beach at South Shore Park. The project centers on reconstructing the paved surfaces at 

the South Shore Marina using stormwater best management practices to address the unique 

pollution challenges of an active marina. The project area consists of boat ramps, boat washes, a fish 

cleaning structure, concessions stand, dry dock storage, boat maintenance areas, and vehicle 

parking lots that drain without treatment directly to Lake Michigan. South Shore Park houses a 

public swimming beach adjacent to the marina, which has suffered frequent beach closures due to 

bacteria that is suspected to result from the large number of waterfowl that are attracted to the 

marina and beach. This project is intended, in part, to address that issue. 

 

Summary of Financial Needs 

Operations 

Those advocating for a dedicated funding source to support Parks Department operations have pointed 

to the need for stable funding with at least some annual elasticity to support appropriate staffing levels 

and an appropriate commitment to basic upkeep at all of the department’s facilities. They further argue 

that the department’s reliance on property tax funding does not square with that need, as the parks 

must compete with mandated functions for its share of the county’s total property tax levy, a 

proposition that has resulted in diminishing property tax revenue allocations over the years. It has been 

argued that if funded instead by a special sales tax, or a dedicated mill rate from the property tax, then 

the department would have some assurance of annual increases in revenues to sustain staffing levels 

and better address maintenance and repair needs.   

This report – like several before it – has confirmed that a decline in staffing levels has occurred in recent 

years. Given the strong relationship between Parks Department staffing and its ability to appropriately 

stay on top of repairs and upkeep (including basic functions like mowing, painting, and cleaning), this 

would appear to lend credence to the need for a different approach to funding the parks.  

This report also has shown that actual spending on contracted basic repairs and maintenance – while 

higher in 2011 and 2012 – continued to be sporadic during the last five years, and continues to be 

influenced by the uncertainty of Parks Department revenues. Furthermore, according to former and 



 Page 96 
 

current department officials, even the $500,000 level achieved in 2012 is insufficient to allow for 

preventive work and proactive maintenance, but instead only can be used for “break and fix” work that 

naturally arises during the course of the year. That contrasts with the 1980s and 1990s, when the 

department engaged in a much higher degree of proactive maintenance activities and also had sufficient 

funds to respond to emerging infrastructure and maintenance problems. 

On the other hand, the department has shown considerable creativity in identifying private sources of 

funding to support specific parks and specific projects within parks, and it could be argued that its 

motivation to continue to pursue such models would suffer if it enjoyed a dedicated public revenue 

source to support its operations. A counter to that argument, however, is that greater reliance on 

friends groups and private donors could continue to build on the “tale of two systems” theme and only 

allow parks facilities and projects in more affluent parts of the county to enjoy sufficient support. A 

recent attempt to establish a special neighborhood improvement district that would assess properties in 

the eastern part of downtown Milwaukee to support Cathedral Square and Juneau Parks has 

encountered opposition from policymakers for that very reason. 

Pinpointing a precise amount of needed additional operating funds for the Parks Department is a 

difficult endeavor. It is evident from discussions with department officials, however, that the 

department would greatly benefit from at least $1 million in additional operating funds annually for 

basic repairs and maintenance. If there was a desire also to boost mid-summer staffing by 48 full-time 

positions to achieve the number employed five years ago, then that would require an additional $3 

million based on the average salary and benefit cost of $62,874 per FTE in the 2013 budget. A rough 

proxy for the department’s annual operating budget gap, therefore, is $4 million annually. 

Finally, as shown in our analysis of major Parks Department amenities that might be considered regional 

assets, two of those – the Mitchell Park Domes and Boerner Botanical Gardens – operate with a 

combined property tax levy subsidy of about $1.3 million each year. Those considering a new dedicated 

funding source specifically for such major regional assets may wish to consider using such a funding 

source to replace that subsidy.      

Capital 

Pinpointing the need for dedicated parks funding on the capital improvements side is less difficult than 

on the operating side, but is somewhat elusive nonetheless. There is no question that a sizable backlog 

in capital improvements exists. In 2008, the Forum cited an assessment of maintenance and 

replacement needs of parks system assets that found an estimated need for $277 million in capital 

improvements spending.18   More recently, in its December 2009 report, the Department of Audit 

estimated that the dollar value of the deferred maintenance backlog “likely exceeds $200 million, 

overwhelms available resources, and is rising.”   

                                                           
18

 The biggest area of need was for park roads, vehicular bridges and parking lots ($85.3 million). Other major 
components included $37 million for buildings, $6.4 million for pools, $3.3 million for playgrounds, $14.2 million 
for golf courses, $20.7 million for athletic fields, basketball courts and tennis courts, $6.1 million for beaches, and 
$7.1 million for ponds and lagoons.  
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A key problem in arriving at a concrete amount of spending needed to accommodate the department’s 

capital improvements and repair backlog is that not every maintenance and replacement need that 

shows up on the department’s assessment logically would be addressed. For example, there are 

undoubtedly structures, facilities, and pathways on the list that no longer receive sufficient use and 

would not be repaired, but instead would be removed at a much lower cost.  

A more accurate barometer of the department’s capital improvement needs may be a proposal put 

forward by the Parks Department early in 2012 that called for an annual county commitment of $15 

million for capital improvements in the parks over a five-year period. That number is consistent with the 

five-year capital plan recently submitted by the department to the Capital Improvements Committee, 

which identified $72.5 million in projects, or about $14.5 million per year. Those projections do contain 

two major caveats: 1) they may be limited by consideration by department officials of an amount that is 

deemed politically realistic, as opposed to an amount that reflects the department’s actual need; and 2) 

they do not take into account other capital improvement needs that will emerge during the five-year 

period.   

Regardless of the precise amount of additional capital funding that is required to meets the Parks 

Department’s needs, it is clear that the biggest area of need is general repairs and replacement, as 

opposed to major new projects or improvements. Indeed, the department has shown a proclivity for 

identifying private sector sources of support for such “big ticket” projects (e.g. the Domes LED project 

and the Rock Sports Complex) and support from friends groups (e.g. Boerner Botanical Garden and Hoyt 

Park Pool). That factor will be relevant to the discussion about possible public funding models to support 

the region’s cultural, recreational, and entertainment institutions, as an approach that is geared toward 

general capital needs – as opposed to a small number of prominent projects – likely would be most 

beneficial to the Milwaukee County parks.  
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THE NEEDS OF MILWAUKEE COUNTY’S ARTS/CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS AND 

PARKS IN THE CONTEXT OF THE COUNTY’S OVERALL BUDGET CHALLENGES 

The analysis in the preceding pages reveals several important insights that should help not only to frame 

the discussion of possible new funding sources to support Milwaukee County’s parks and cultural 

facilities, but also to consider how various funding options might address the county’s larger fiscal 

challenges. 

For example, until recently, those advocating for a dedicated funding source to support the county’s 

parks and cultural institutions have focused almost exclusively on operating budgets. That emphasis was 

understandable given the severity of the county’s operating budget pressures and the extent to which 

those pressures have impeded the county’s capacity to provide property tax support for discretionary 

operations. Our analysis indicates, however, that the need for enhanced funding is more pronounced on 

the capital side. 

The challenges involved with meeting that need have not always been apparent to county policymakers, 

as the county’s practice of accounting for debt service payments on parks and cultural capital projects in 

a separate non-departmental budget has obscured the impact of those payments on the county’s larger 

budgetary picture. As shown in the two figures below, that impact has been substantial. The amount of 

local resources dedicated to debt service on parks and cultural capital projects has exceeded $20 million 

annually in each of the past five years, comprising more than a third of the county’s total annual debt 

service payment in 2012 and three quarters of the amount dedicated to parks and cultural operations. 

Parks & culture debt service vs. total county debt service, 2008 through 2012 
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Parks & culture debt service vs. parks & culture property tax levy support, 2008-2012 

 
 

This clearer picture of the amount of local resources required to service debt on capital spending to 

meet the needs of the county’s cultural and recreational facilities should be instructive for policymakers. 

While replacing property tax support for parks and cultural operations with a dedicated funding source 

always has been the ultimate goal of parks and cultural supporters, any effort to do so would require a 

substantial new tax, as our modeling in our follow-up report will show. Conversely, a new funding 

source that would provide a steady stream of revenue to pay debt service costs associated with an 

expanded capital program for parks and cultural facilities would require a smaller tax, but would 

generate substantial benefits on both the operating and capital side of the budget ledger.  

For example, coupled with the plunge in annual debt service costs that the county is forecasting for 

2015, this approach would free up substantial property tax resources to shore up operating budgets for 

the parks and cultural institutions or other functions, thus potentially helping to address that problem as 

well. Furthermore, it would continue a precedent established by the county in the early 1990s to use 

new forms of non-property tax revenue (in that case a half-cent county sales tax) to prevent onerous 

debt service costs from being passed on to future generations. 

Our analysis in the preceding pages also allows for more informed deliberation about the relative needs 

of the parks and cultural facilities with regard to capital versus operating expenditures. In the figure on 

the following page, we compare actual capital spending for the parks and cultural facilities from 2008-

2012 versus our projected need for 2013-2017. This capital needs “gap” of $143 million obviously is 

immense, and it does not include additional needs that would emerge during the next five years even if 

existing needs were fully addressed. 
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Prior and projected five-year capital funding for county-owned cultural and recreational entities 

 
While the cumulative operating “gap” was not as easy to quantify, our analysis shows that it is most 

acute in the two entities that exist as county departments: the parks and the zoo. The remaining 

institutions – while certainly not able to withstand significant cuts in existing county operating support – 

appear to be in better operating shape, particularly following the adoption of new long-term funding 

agreements for the Milwaukee Public Museum and War Memorial Center/Art Museum. (The operating 

condition of the Milwaukee County Historical Society is more difficult to assess given a lack of data.) 

A case for prioritizing dedicated funding support for capital improvements over annual operating needs 

also includes the following: 

 Most of the county-owned arts and cultural institutions have accommodated reductions in 

county operating support by developing innovative strategies to boost earned revenues, 

generate additional philanthropic support, and reduce expenditures. Conversely, there are few 

innovative strategies available to reduce the cost of maintaining and repairing aging facilities. 

Furthermore, the ability of nonprofit organizations that operate in county-owned buildings to 

generate private support for building repairs is impeded by county ownership, as private 

funders justifiably see basic infrastructure needs as the responsibility of the building owner. 
 

 A compelling argument for public support for capital investment in county-owned cultural and 

recreational institutions is that such investment ensures that these buildings that were placed 

into public ownership for the public good are appropriately maintained, and that the mission of 

providing public access to important community assets is thereby fulfilled. The question of 

public support for ongoing operations is less clear and often becomes clouded by discussion of 

costs associated with staff salaries and benefits, or becomes closely linked to the specific leaders 

of different organizations. 
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Finally, our analysis reveals an important distinction between the types of capital needs that are most 

urgent for different county-owned institutions. As shown in the figure below, $107 million of those 

needs could be characterized as repairs and replacements, while $138.5 million could be characterized 

as new or improved facilities. While the needs, therefore, are relatively balanced overall, they are widely 

divergent for different entities. The parks and Milwaukee Public Museum, for example, have an 

overwhelming need for dozens of repair and replacement projects that are tied to the appearance and 

utility of their infrastructure. Conversely, the Marcus Center and zoo are tilted toward a small number of 

major projects that are deemed critical for their future business models. 

Breakdown of capital improvement vs. capital repair needs for county-owned entities 

 
 

This distinction may come into play when dedicated public funding sources are considered. For example, 

funding models designed solely to finance a handful of new or improved arts, cultural, and 

entertainment facilities may effectively serve the needs of some entities that are planning major capital 

projects, but may miss the mark for others that simply need enhanced support to take care of their 

existing buildings. On the other hand, approaches that are geared solely toward major maintenance and 

repairs may disregard the connection between capital funding and earned revenue, as several entities 

may see major improvements as a critical piece of their effort to secure operating budget stability and 

possibly reduce their reliance on county operating support. 
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SECTION 3 

A NEEDS ASSESSMENT OF CERTAIN PRIVATELY-OWNED  

ARTS AND CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS IN  

MILWAUKEE COUNTY 

  
DISCOVERY WORLD MILWAUKEE BALLET 

MILWAUKEE REPERTORY THEATER  

MILWAUKEE YOUTH ARTS CENTER  

MILWAUKEE SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA  

SKYLIGHT MUSIC THEATRE  
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INTRODUCTION 

Previous discussions about possible dedicated public funding sources to support arts and cultural 

institutions in Milwaukee County – including a 2008 advisory referendum that gauged residents’ views 

on a one-cent sales tax to fund transit, parks, arts and cultural institutions, and emergency medical 

services – have focused primarily on publicly-owned institutions. In other metropolitan regions, 

however, public funding sources also have been used to generally support both public and private arts 

Needs Assessment Snapshot 

Privately-owned Arts & Cultural Institutions in  

Milwaukee County 

1. Several of the privately-owned and operated institutions examined in this 
section are more reliant on earned revenue than the county-owned arts and 
cultural institutions, which is logical given their lack of public operating support. 
That reliance means that annual revenues can swing significantly with the 
health of the local economy, which can make it difficult to sustain endowments 
and respond to annual repair and maintenance needs. 
 

2. With the exception of the Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra – which faces 
substantial operating budget challenges – the privately-owned institutions have 
manageable operating needs. Most would benefit, however, from additional 
resources to shore up reserves and endowments, and to bring buildings into a 
solid state of repair. 

 
3. The privately-owned institutions rely heavily on private fundraising for capital 

improvements and major repairs, and they have enjoyed success in that regard. 
Yet, like the county-owned institutions, several of these organizations are 
challenged by the age of their buildings and growing basic repair/maintenance 
needs.  

 
4. The Milwaukee Ballet, Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra, and Milwaukee Youth 

Arts Center are contemplating major new or expanded facilities that could 
greatly enhance earned revenues and stabilize operating budgets. The projects’ 
costs are daunting, however, and the three entities may need to compete 
against one another for private support should the projects move forward.  
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and cultural organizations and facilities in an effort to ensure that citizens of those regions have a 

desired array of offerings from which to choose.  

The need for public funding to support the overall arts and culture environment in Greater Milwaukee is 

complicated by the existence of the very visible and successful United Performing Arts Fund (UPAF), 

which raises more than $10 million in philanthropic funds annually to support 36 performing arts 

organizations in the region. UPAF was the top-ranked united arts fund in per capita campaign revenue 

among 50 funds recently surveyed by Americans for the Arts. While the performing arts are just one 

segment of Greater Milwaukee’s vibrant arts, cultural, and entertainment scene, the existence of UPAF 

– plus the presence of a generous foundation community that gives more than $20 million annually to 

arts and cultural organizations in the region19 – could challenge the need for public sector support for 

privately-owned and operated organizations. 

Several private arts and cultural organizations in Milwaukee County do receive limited public sector 

support from the Milwaukee County Fund for the Arts and the Milwaukee Arts Board. The Funds for the 

Arts was established by Milwaukee County in 1986 to support cultural and artistic activities in the 

community. Each year, the county appropriates a relatively small property tax levy allocation to the 

Cultural Artistic and Musical Programming Advisory Council (CAMPAC), which distributes annual grant 

awards among 30 or so performing arts groups and underwrites community cultural events catering to 

underserved populations. The 2013 appropriation was $321,035, with the largest individual grant award 

of about $60,000 going to the Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra. Most of the grant awards were in the 

$3,000 to $10,000 range. 

The Milwaukee Arts Board (MAB) was created by the City of Milwaukee to “enhance the development, 

cultural diversity, accessibility, and enjoyment of the arts for Milwaukee's citizens.”  The Arts Board 

provides grants to arts and community organizations to support specific innovative projects or programs 

that celebrate the arts in city neighborhoods, parks, and public spaces. The MAB provided $150,000 in 

grants to 32 arts organizations in 2013. 

With more than 200 arts and cultural organizations in the seven-county southeast Wisconsin region, the 

bulk of which are located in Milwaukee County, it was beyond the scope of this report to conduct a 

needs assessment of each of the privately-owned organizations and facilities. Consequently, to provide 

context for the broader discussion of the potential need for enhanced public funding to support arts and 

culture in Milwaukee, we elected to assess the financial condition and infrastructure needs of six distinct 

private arts and cultural organizations. This analysis hopefully will be insightful as a means both of 

illustrating the needs of prominent arts and cultural organizations that do not currently receive 

substantial public support, and of comparing their needs with organizations that operate in county-

owned facilities. 

The main criterion used to select the six organizations was that they either own or soon aspire to own 

their own facility, which we considered essential to this analysis because it affords the opportunity to 

                                                           
19

 The Donors Forum of Wisconsin, “Philanthropic Giving to the Arts n Greater Milwaukee,” November 2008. 
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consider both operating and capital needs (the latter of which are considerable, as shown in the figure 

below). This section does not include analysis of every organization that meets that criterion, nor does it 

include the dozens of arts and cultural organizations in Milwaukee County that do not own their own 

facilities but that also might benefit from a new public funding source or their own facility. Nevertheless, 

the organizations we have selected provide a suitable representation from which to consider whether 

non county-owned arts and cultural organizations might be included in a new public funding source, and 

what types of criteria might be established to determine the scope and nature of that inclusion.  

Projected five-year capital funding needs for privately-owned cultural entities 
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SIZING UP GREATER MILWAUKEE’S ARTS AND CULTURAL LANDSCAPE 

As noted in the Introduction, outsiders often marvel at the breadth and quality of Greater Milwaukee’s 

arts and cultural offerings given the size of our metro region. To add perspective to how our region 

measures up to others, we turned to data from the National Center for Charitable Statistics. Specifically, 

we compared per capita revenue for nonprofit organizations in the areas of arts, culture, and 

humanities in the Milwaukee metro area versus five other metropolitan regions whose dedicated public 

funding sources we will analyze in our follow-up report. As shown in the figure below, Milwaukee’s arts 

and cultural organizations matched up well with those regions when using this metric as a barometer of 

the size of our arts and cultural landscape.  

2011 revenue per capita for nonprofit organizations in arts, culture and humanities 

 
A related question often asked by those contemplating efforts to maintain vibrant arts and cultural 

facilities in Greater Milwaukee is the capacity of the region’s philanthropic community to support our 

many arts and cultural organizations, and how we compare in that regard to other metro areas. Again 

using National Center for Charitable Statistics data, the table below shows the size of Greater 

Milwaukee’s philanthropic community compared with the same five metro regions shown above. This 

analysis again shows that Milwaukee ranks in the middle but holds its own in this regard.  

 Private foundations and their 2011 contributions and assets by metro area 

Metro Area 
Number of 

Organizations 
Contributions, Gifts, 

& Grants Paid 
Net Assets / Fund 

Balances at End of Year 

Milwaukee 1,736 $400,416,339 $5,026,273,076 

St. Louis 1,054 $385,852,615 $3,206,684,401 

Oklahoma City 332 $63,131,800 $1,375,041,280 

Denver 977 $457,589,935 $6,682,965,403 

Pittsburgh 2,786 $1,028,321,251 $17,751,012,236 

Cleveland 2,097 $432,389,110 $6,024,634,088 

 

  

0 

20 

40 

60 

80 

100 

120 

140 

160 

180 

Oklahoma 
City 

St. Louis Milwaukee Pittsburgh Cleveland Denver 



 Page 107 
 

 

Finally, we used National Center data to compare private foundation giving on a per capita basis in each 

of the six metro regions. As shown in the figure below, that analysis reveals that the Milwaukee region 

ranks second only to Pittsburgh. 

2011 per capita contributions, gifts and grants paid by private foundations by metro area  
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DISCOVERY WORLD 

Background 

Discovery World is an interactive science center on Milwaukee’s lakefront that emphasizes technology 

and freshwater education. Discovery World includes a strong focus on young people, as its educational 

exhibits and activities seek to build achievement and career readiness in science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics. The center’s visitors can explore the freshwater environment through a 

three-dimensional diorama of the Great Lakes watershed, become more familiar with stingrays and 

other sea creatures in the museum’s “touch tank”, and develop their own creative projects in the 

facility’s “Design it!” lab. Roughly 300,000 visitors take advantage of Discovery World’s array of exhibits 

and programs annually.  

Discovery World was established as a non-profit organization in 1982. The museum originally was 

housed within a Boys and Girls Club, before relocating in 1984 to the west wing of the central downtown 

public library. Discovery World relocated again in 1996 to a newly constructed, privately-owned addition 

to the Milwaukee Public Museum that was built on land leased from Milwaukee County. Discovery 

World developed the new addition with $3.9 million in private funds and also paid half of the $8 million 

cost of a new IMAX theater, which it co-developed with the public museum on land similarly leased from 

the county.  

In 2006, Discovery World settled at its current location along the lakefront. The move occurred in 

conjunction with the organization’s merger with Pier Wisconsin, Ltd. In 2003, just before the merger, 

Pier Wisconsin had solidified a 30-year development and lease agreement with the City of Milwaukee’s 

Harbor Commission to build a Great Lakes museum and educational navigation center on the “North 

Harbor Tract” in which Discovery World would be housed.  

The resulting facility and some minor expansions have been built at a cost of $85 million. The building 

facility spans 120,000 square feet and includes several dynamic components, including multiple 

interactive exhibits, aquariums, learning labs, theaters, and television and audio studios. The museum 

also houses a 137-foot-long sailing vessel, the S/V Denis Sullivan, which serves as a floating classroom 

for freshwater education.  

Operating Budget 

Discovery World’s 2012 operating budget totaled $7 million, as shown in Table 1. This reflects an 

expenditure reduction of $1.7 million from 2008, a cutback of 20%. The reduction produced a 17% 

decline in full-time employees and a 15% cut in part-time employees from 2008 levels. These cuts were 

needed to counter a revenue shortfall in 2008 that contributed to an overall $3 million deficit. Private 

funding fell more than $2 million from 2007 to 2008 as a result of the stock market crash and its impact 

on private donors. The $2 million in expenditure reductions have helped to produce budget surpluses in 

two of the past three years.   
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Table 1: Discovery World operating expenditures and revenues, 2008 to 2012* 

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
5-year  

change 

Expenditures             
General operating $7,182,105  $5,740,657  $5,432,704  $5,737,545  $5,933,717  ($1,248,388) 
Minor repair & maintenance $518,946  $414,321  $453,124  $425,665  $432,704  ($86,242) 
Debt service $1,049,343  $527,989  $639,128  $704,684  $672,748  ($376,595) 

Total expenditures $8,750,394  $6,682,967  $6,524,956  $6,867,894  $7,039,169  ($1,711,225) 

Revenues 

    
    

Public funding $0  $0  $18,000  $56,819  $203,119  $203,119  
Private funding $2,217,743  $2,440,617  $4,144,882  $1,363,949  $3,538,303  $1,320,560  
Earned revenue $3,144,671  $3,623,923  $3,590,948  $3,508,467  $3,617,166  $472,495  

Total revenues $5,362,414  $6,064,540  $7,753,830  $4,929,235  $7,358,588  $1,996,174  

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) ($3,387,980) ($618,427) $1,228,874  ($1,938,659) $319,419  
 *Discovery World’s fiscal year runs from January 1

st
 to December 31

st
. 

Source: Financial figures provided by Discovery World from audited financial statements and altered to remove depreciation 

expense. From 2008-2012, depreciation expense averaged $5.1 million annually. 

 

While expenditures have been somewhat steady during the past few years, revenues have fluctuated. 

As shown in Chart 1, total revenue grew 37%, or $2 million, from 2008 to 2012, but the volatility of 

private funding has caused substantial annual swings. The museum ended 2012 with more than a 

$300,000 surplus and has taken further steps to stabilize its finances so that it can achieve $250,000 to 

$500,000 surpluses annually in the future. 

Some of the fluctuation in private funding can be explained by the timing and accounting of private 

contributions, but museum officials also have cited a tough economic environment and competition 

with other annual campaigns as significant factors in the volatility of private funding. Discovery World’s 

president has indicated that private funding is on the upswing and that the museum now maintains a 

broader, more diverse set of private partnerships than it did just a few years ago.  

Earned revenue, which is Discovery World’s largest revenue source at about $3.5 million per year, has 

not grown significantly over the last four years and has not been able to counter the swings seen in 

private funding. Though programs such as Discovery World’s summer camp have generated greater 

revenues over the years, growth has been offset by challenged school budgets and the need for 

Discovery World to provide greater subsidies to serve students. Discovery World officials have indicated 

they continuously search for new ways to generate earned revenue and expect earned revenue to grow 

3-4% annually over the next several years.  

Public funding to support Discovery World’s operations has been minimal, though it did grow to more 

than $200,000 in 2012. The elevated amount seen that year reflects a combination of a U.S. Department 

of Forestry grant, a Milwaukee Public Schools grant for the institution’s summer camp program, and 

funding from the Milwaukee Workforce Investment Board and the Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewerage 

District (MMSD).  
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Chart 1: Discovery World revenues by source, 2008 to 2012 

 
Source: Financial figures provided by Discovery World. 

 

Capital Budget 

From 2008 to 2012, Discovery World’s capital expenditures totaled $9.6 million, with most of those 

expenditures directed to new construction and expansion, as opposed to general repair and 

maintenance. The relatively limited focus on repair and maintenance is not surprising given that 

Discovery World is the newest of Milwaukee’s array of major cultural assets.  

Private funding comprises the bulk of capital support, at 85% of capital funding from 2008 through 2012. 

Many of Discovery World’s exhibits result from partnerships with major corporations and foundations, 

such as the Johnson Controls “Techno Jungle,” where visitors can learn about innovation, sustainability, 

and physics; the Miller Coors “Thirst Lab,” which teaches about the role of water in everyday products; 

and the Kohl’s “Design it! Lab,” which explores industrial design. Partners provide funding for initial 

exhibit development and periodic updates.  

Discovery World also has benefited from public funding to support exhibits, most notably the large 

investment made by MMSD in 2009 for Discovery World’s “City of Freshwater” exhibit that allows 

visitors to learn about MMSD’s wastewater treatment and the impacts of storm water runoff. Public 

funding accounted for 15% of the museum’s capital investments over the last five years.  

Discovery World officials have indicated that whereas capital investments recently have focused on new 

exhibits, the next five years will see an increased focus on refreshing older exhibits. This adjustment is 

illustrated in Chart 2, which shows that capital expenditures are anticipated to total only $4 million, or 

42% of the amount spent over the last five years. Those upcoming capital expenditures are anticipated 

to be entirely privately-funded. 
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Chart 2: Prior and projected five-year capital funding comparison 

 
 Source: Financial figures provided by Discovery World. 

 

Most of the anticipated capital expenditures relate to major updates that will refresh existing exhibits. 

Discovery World also intends to build another water-focused laboratory space to meet demand for 

summer camp programs and other public freshwater education programs. Summer camp attendance 

levels have grown fourfold from 2008 to 2013 and have outgrown the museum’s current lab and 

classroom capacity. This new lab – which is anticipated to take shape in 2014 for a cost of $300,000 to 

$400,000 – also has potential to boost earned revenue for the museum by $50,000 to $75,000 annually.  

Discovery World has launched a $7 million capital campaign not only to support upcoming capital 

projects, but also to retire $3 million of outstanding debt and to build reserves that can help stabilize its 

finances. Discovery World still owes $4.8 million in debt on the $85 million spent to construct and 

improve the facility. The organization’s leaders originally expected to receive $6 million from the 

Milwaukee Public Museum for Discovery World’s former space in the museum building to pay off this 

debt, but the final sale price was only $1 million. 

Over the last five years, the museum spent an average of $719,000 for debt service costs, or about 10% 

of its total operating expenditures. The use of New Market Tax Credits in 2009 and 2010 helped bring in 

new capital resources while mitigating capital debt, with loan transactions structured in a way that has 

provided a substantial level of debt forgiveness. The museum has indicated that it is now on pace to pay 

off $3 million of its outstanding debt by 2015 and the remaining $1.8 million with the expiration of the 

New Market Tax Credits in 2017.   
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Summary of Financial Needs 

Operations 

While Discovery World has made substantial strides toward financial stability, stagnant earned revenue 

and volatile private funding still provide challenges. Meanwhile, Discovery World has little in the way of 

operating reserves to mitigate revenue fluctuations. Its only source of reserves is an endowment that 

currently stands at roughly $360,000, though it has set a goal of increasing that amount to at least $2 

million by 2017. A larger endowment would generate greater investment returns and ideally would 

provide a steady source of income to support annual operations.  

Capital 

Discovery World has been successful in garnering private support for capital projects and has 

dramatically reduced its outstanding debt. Given that the Discovery World facility is relatively new, 

capital needs and debt service are unlikely to grow substantially in the near future. Consequently, 

Discovery World finds itself with much more manageable capital needs than other major cultural 

institutions in Greater Milwaukee. Nevertheless, as the facility ages, its infrastructure needs will grow, 

and additional funding may be required to assist with future building needs and potential growth. 
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MILWAUKEE BALLET 

Background 

The Milwaukee Ballet consists of both a professional ballet performance company and a nationally 

accredited ballet school. The company performs roughly 35 shows annually, including perennial 

performances of the Nutcracker and an alternating array of other major productions. The ballet’s 

performances have attracted audiences of approximately 40,000 people annually.  

The affiliated ballet school is known around the world and enrolls about 1,000 students of all ages 

annually. Students come to learn classical dance and have the opportunity to grow into professional 

dancers themselves. Educational outreach is another major component of the Milwaukee Ballet’s work, 

bringing dance to several area schools and more than 30,000 youth annually.  

The Milwaukee Ballet was founded in 1970 and grew to include a school in 1975. The company now 

consists of 25 professional and 20 pre-professional dancers and employs its own professional orchestra. 

Throughout its existence, most of the ballet’s professional performances have taken place within the 

Marcus Center’s Uihlein Hall, a 2,305-seat theater, though the ballet also makes frequent use of the 

smaller Pabst Theater (seating capacity of 1,345).  

The ballet’s school, studios, and administrative offices, meanwhile, are housed in the Jodi Peck Center at 

National Avenue and 5th Street in Milwaukee. The ballet owns this facility and also leases space in Fox 

Point and Brookfield for the school’s branch locations. The Milwaukee Ballet took residence in its 

current facility in 1980 and purchased it outright in the late 1990s. The Jodi Peck Center is more than 

100 years old and is currently valued at $750,000. 

The Milwaukee Ballet experienced severe financial troubles in the middle of the last decade, prompting 

its board of local business and civic leaders to initiate a change in management in 2007. This included 

the hiring of a new executive director, creation of a full-time business manager position, and other 

internal reorganization. The new management team was able to raise private funds to pay off $375,000 

of credit debt accumulated over the years, as well as strengthen its marketing and brand position in 

preparation for its 40th anniversary in 2010.  

In addition, a strategic planning effort produced a five-year plan that was adopted in 2009 and has 

guided the ballet’s fiscal, infrastructure, and programmatic development since then. Major financial 

goals included better capitalizing organization, finding a new facility to replace the ballet’s aging Jodi 

Peck Center, and building reserve funds to secure financial stability. 

Operating Budget 

The Milwaukee Ballet spent $5.3 to $5.6 million per year on operations during the past five years, as 

seen in Table 1. Among the factors contributing to annual fluctuations were a major investment in a 

new website and technology in 2009 (funded with private donations), and an increase in spending on 

the ballet school in 2012 resulting from the relocation of the school’s north branch in that year. Absent 
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those expenditure pressures, the ballet has managed to sustain itself with relatively consistent levels of 

expenditures. According to the ballet’s executive director, the ballet has essentially used the same level 

of resources but in a more efficient manner. 

 

Table 1: Milwaukee Ballet operating expenditures and revenues, 2008 to 2012* 

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
5-year 

change 

Expenditures**             

General operating $5,375,049  $5,628,862  $5,396,246  $5,347,225  $5,605,289  $230,240 

Minor repair & maintenance $38,350  $20,222  $16,653  $33,003  $21,739  ($16,611) 

Debt service $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  $0 

Total expenditures $5,413,399 $5,649,084 $5,412,899 $5,380,228 $5,627,028 $213,629 

Revenues        

Private funding*** $2,091,138  $2,118,697  $2,067,460  $1,543,257  $1,594,390  ($496,748) 

UPAF $839,380  $835,200  $738,806  $798,382  $839,934  $554 

Earned revenue $2,780,676  $2,694,458  $2,993,123  $2,838,585  $3,283,953  $503,277 

Other $0  $0  $93,121  $382,794  $151,481  $151,481 

Total revenues $5,711,194 $5,648,355 $5,892,510 $5,563,018 $5,869,758 $158,564 

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) $297,795  ($729) $479,611  $182,790  $242,730    

*Milwaukee Ballet’s fiscal year runs from August 1
st

 to July 31
st

.  
**Depreciation is not included in expenditures as it is a non-cash expense. Depreciation expense equated to $237,212 in 2012. 
***This includes minor amounts of funding from public contributions that the ballet has not tracked separately.  
Source: Financial figures provided by Milwaukee Ballet. 

 

The largest components of the ballet’s budget are artistic direction, production, marketing, and the 

ballet school. Costs for artistic direction were steady over the last five years, comprising roughly 23% of 

operating expenditures, while costs associated with productions have comprised about 19%. Marketing 

costs vary from year to year depending on the nature of performances but have generally accounted for 

about 17% of the ballet’s operating budget, while costs associated with the ballet school account for 

18%, or about $1 million annually.  

The ballet’s revenues during the past five years ranged between $5.6 million and $5.9 million, as 

displayed in Chart 1. Support for the ballet’s operations has been largely split between earned revenue 

and private funding, accompanied by a substantial annual allocation from UPAF but very little support 

from public sources. In 2012, earned revenue jumped substantially after a highly successful year at the 

box office. 
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Chart 1: Milwaukee Ballet revenues by source, 2008 to 2012 

 
Source: Financial figures provided by Milwaukee Ballet. 

 
Performance revenue and school tuition are the two major earned revenue categories. Performance 

revenue varies from year to year depending on the success of each show, and these fluctuations are 

anticipated in the annual budget. The ballet also has increased ticket prices in recent years after a 

detailed financial comparison with other dance companies nationally revealed that it was at the bottom 

in terms of average ticket sale price. Average ticket prices were increased from $33.90 in 2008 to $40.40 

in 2012, producing no noticeable change in ticket sales and a boost in revenue of $270,000. Total 

performance revenue in 2012 amounted to $1.7 million, 29% of the ballet’s total revenue support.  

Income from school tuition and fees amounted to $1.4 million in 2012, about 23% of operating 

revenues. After a small decline in 2009, school income grew consistently throughout the rest of the 

period, yielding a total increase of $215,000 (20%) over the five-year period.  

The ballet received $2.4 million in private funding in 2012, which accounted for 42% of its total revenue. 

Funding from UPAF totaled $839,934 in 2012, or 15% of the ballet’s operating support. The ballet’s five-

year strategic plan highlighted reliance on UPAF funding as a potential concern.  

The minimal public sector support for the Milwaukee Ballet includes about $20,000 from CAMPAC, 

which is funded with Milwaukee County property tax levy. Other public sector contributors include the 

Milwaukee Public Schools, the Milwaukee Arts Board, the Wisconsin Arts Board, and the National 

Endowment for the Arts. The ballet estimates that these organizations provide less than $50,000 

collectively. 

The ballet also has an operating endowment that stood at $442,000 at the end of its 2012 fiscal year. 

Fiscal policies dictate that endowment withdrawals cannot take place until the fund reaches $1.5 

million. At that point, the ballet can take out an amount equal to 5% of the balance (based on a three-

year rolling average) to support operations. Additional endowment funds, which are held by other 
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organizations for scholarship and other operational benefit, put total endowment funding at an 

estimated $900,000.  

The Milwaukee Ballet’s overall budget picture has improved dramatically over the past five years, with 

revenues generally supporting required expenditure levels. The ballet is now focused on maintaining 

financial stability by seeking to establish a cash reserve equal to 10% of operating expenditures 

(approximately $500,000) and creating an annual contingency fund equal to 2% of operating 

expenditures to help offset revenue fluctuations and reduce the use of existing lines of credit. The ballet 

has successfully maintained a 2% contingency over the last couple of years, but its cash reserve stands 

only at about $80,000. The ballet hopes to increase the cash reserve to more than $500,000 through 

special campaigns, unused contingency funding, and its new policy directing all unplanned windfall gifts 

to be deposited in the cash reserve. 

 

Capital Budget 

The ballet has spent about $1 million on capital needs during the past five years, as depicted in Figure 2, 

with all capital funds generated from private sources. A large portion of capital spending has covered 

new set and costume expenses (about $564,000, with the bulk for the Peter Pan production). Other 

capital expenditures include $139,900 for artwork (an in-kind contribution); $99,000 for roof, HVAC, and 

lighting repairs to the Jody Peck Center; and $62,000 for the north branch relocation. 

For each new major performance, the ballet sets out to raise $100,000 to $500,000 in private funding to 

support its creation depending on the scope of the production. The ballet raised almost $450,000 in 

donations for Peter Pan alone. It should be noted that this revenue is entirely recognized in the ballet’s 

operating budget in the year of production, but expenditures are depreciated over a period of 10 years.  

Chart 2: Prior and projected five-year capital funding comparison 

 
Source: Capital expenditure levels for 2008-2012 provided by Milwaukee Ballet. Projected capital costs are estimates 
based on early conversations surrounding Harmony Initiative. 
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The physical state of the Jodi Peck Center has become the foremost concern for the ballet. The current 

facility is deteriorating and has become expensive to maintain, and the ballet has held off on making 

substantial investments in repairs as it has sought to identify a new location for its studios and 

administrative offices. Capital repair and maintenance expenses over the last five years would have 

been far greater if the ballet had instead chosen to refurbish its current facility.  

Moreover, the number of students served by the ballet’s school has grown beyond the capacity of the 

building. In fact, ballet school enrollment currently tops 1,000 students across all locations. This was a 

major discussion point during the ballet’s strategic planning efforts, and one that has evolved into 

consideration of a joint venture with other partners in what is now known as the Harmony Initiative. 

The Harmony Initiative is a partnership between the Milwaukee Ballet, the University of Wisconsin-

Milwaukee Peck School of the Arts, and the Medical College of Wisconsin to create a mixed-use 

development. The new complex would include a 100,000-square-foot ballet building with rehearsal 

studios, a theater of roughly 300 to 400 seats for small dance performances, and a sports medical clinic 

that would be used by both the ballet and the general public. Though the three entities see themselves 

as equal partners, the Milwaukee Ballet would have a majority residence.  

The Harmony Initiative formed its own 501(c)(3) organization that will be charged with operating the 

new joint facility. The Harmony Foundation, as it is now known, will govern the development with its 

own board and will establish an endowment to support the facility. Though the cost of the development 

is still being assessed, media accounts have suggested that the construction cost of the entire complex 

may be around $40 million, as reflected in Figure 2. Approximately $3 million in private donations and a 

$100,000 grant from the National Endowment for the Arts already are in place to move the initiative 

forward.  

The original proposed location for the new complex was at the site of the Marcus Center’s aging parking 

structure, but the timing of both projects did not match up. A new location has been found, however, 

that would place the new complex along North Water Street. The ballet anticipates breaking ground in 

June 2015 with a 2016 to 2017 opening.  

Summary of Financial Needs 

Operations 

The Milwaukee Ballet has put itself on better financial footing over the last five years and intends to 

maintain that progress. The ballet currently is working to build a $500,000 reserve that will protect it 

against fluctuating revenues and reliance on available lines of credit. The ballet already has generated 

$80,000 for this purpose and is confident in its ability to reach its goal over a period of several years.  

The ballet cannot draw on its endowment given that it currently stands at about $442,000, far below the 

$1.5 million minimum necessary to begin withdrawals for operations. A larger endowment not only 

would generate greater investment returns, but also would provide additional annual revenue to 

support operations.  
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Capital 

The Milwaukee Ballet’s immediate needs seem to be mostly on the capital side. The ballet has made 

substantial progress in moving the Harmony Initiative forward, but the possible $40 million investment 

necessary to build the joint development dwarfs the $1 million in capital costs incurred by the 

Milwaukee Ballet over the last five years. Currently, the ballet and its partners anticipate the project to 

be funded entirely through private donations from both local and national sources.  
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MILWAUKEE REPERTORY THEATER 

Background 

The Milwaukee Repertory Theater consists of a diverse group of artists who perform classical, 

contemporary, and musical theater productions. About 12 to 13 plays are showcased annually, with 

recent productions including Cyrano de Bergerac, Pride and Prejudice, To Kill a Mockingbird, and 

Lombardi. “The Rep” produces more than 600 performances annually that attract about 180,000 

theater-goers each year. 

The theater was created in 1954 and has moved locations on three occasions to accommodate growing 

audiences. Prior to moving to its current location in 1987 on the east bank of the Milwaukee River across 

from City Hall, The Rep was housed at the Todd Wehr Theater at the Marcus Center for about 20 years. 

The current facility is a converted power plant that was formerly operated by the Milwaukee Electric 

Railway & Light Company and was originally built in 1898. The land was donated to the theater in 1985 

for $1 and a capital campaign generated $13 million to remodel the building.  

The Rep’s theater complex uniquely preserves some of the old aspects of the plant and holds three 

theaters – the Quadracci Powerhouse (720 seats), the Stiemke Studio (205 seats), and the Stackner 

Cabaret (a 118-seat theater, restaurant, and bar) – along with administrative offices, rehearsal space, 

production shops, and storage. The Rep also holds annual performances of A Christmas Carol in the 

neighboring Pabst Theater.  

Operating Budget 

The Milwaukee Repertory Theater had an expenditure budget of $9.1 million in 2012, which is a 

substantial increase from both 2010 and 2011 but still is about $400,000 less than in 2008. The theater 

was hit hard by the recession, as its endowment lost value, funding from UPAF fell, and box office sales 

struggled. As seen in Table 1, The Rep reduced expenditures by $1.7 million (18%) from 2008 to 2010, 

which included a reduction of roughly 15 full-time staff and 35 part-time staff. Furloughs were put in 

place for remaining staff and fringe benefits also were cut. In order to accommodate the staff 

reductions, the theater produced the same number of shows but over a shorter season, which required 

less operational support and staff.  

A rebound occurred toward the end of 2010, with two shows bringing in significant audiences and 

revenue. This allowed The Rep’s expenditure budget to grow by $642,300 in 2011 and another $669,400 

in 2012. 
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Table 1: Milwaukee Repertory Theater operating expenditures and revenues, 2008 to 2012* 

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
5-year 

change 

Expenditures**       

General operating $9,400,904  $9,151,819  $7,732,803  $8,351,194  $9,019,017  ($381,887) 

Minor repair & maintenance $31,619  $20,825  $17,359  $41,306  $42,883  $11,264 

Debt service $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  $0 

Total expenditures $9,432,523 $9,172,644 $7,750,162 $8,392,500 $9,061,900 ($370,623) 

Revenues       

Public funding $116,508  $119,200  $47,000  $40,000  $54,500  ($62,008) 

Private funding $1,241,655  $1,270,033  $1,515,777  $1,717,926  $1,973,022  $731,367 

UPAF $1,305,997  $1,291,530  $1,026,588  $1,101,374  $1,160,866  ($145,131) 

Earned revenue $5,897,496  $5,594,736  $5,035,420  $5,478,555  $6,349,661  $452,165 

Contribution from endowment $440,000 $230,000  $265,000  $436,000  $327,000  ($113,000) 

Total revenues $9,001,656 $8,505,499 $7,889,785 $8,773,855 $9,865,049 $863,393 

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) ($430,867) ($667,145) $139,623  $381,355  $803,149    

*The Milwaukee Repertory Theater’s fiscal year runs from July 1
st

 to June 30
th

. 
**Depreciation is not included in expenditures as it is a non-cash expense. Depreciation expense was $702,097 in 2012. 
Source: Financial figures taken from the Milwaukee Repertory Theater’s annual financial audits. 

 

Nearly two-thirds of The Rep’s revenues are derived from ticket sales and other earned revenue sources 

(a total of $6.3 million in 2012), as shown in Chart 1. Ticket sales fell substantially in the wake of the 

recession – falling $417,400 in 2009 and $368,200 in 2010 – but rebounded nicely during the next two 

years. Last year was a particularly lucrative year, with To Kill a Mockingbird setting record attendance 

and Lombardi bringing in record revenue levels. The theater has aimed to keep ticket prices steady to 

avoid a hit on attendance in a recovering economy. 

 

Chart 1: Milwaukee Repertory Theater’s revenues by source, 2008 to 2012 

 
Source: Financial figures taken from the Milwaukee Repertory Theater’s annual financial audits. 
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Private funding makes up 31% of the theater’s revenue support and has grown by $586,200 (23%) over 

the last five years to $3.1 million in 2012. UPAF funding made up $1.2 million of that amount in 2012. 

Funding from UPAF fell considerably from 2008 to 2010 and has grown since that time, but The Rep’s 

UPAF allocation has yet to reach its 2008 level. Other private funding has more than made up for that 

loss, however, growing 60% over the 2008-2012 timeframe. 

Public funding comprises only about 1% of The Rep’s annual revenue budget. Public support comes from 

a few different agencies, including the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) and Wisconsin Arts 

Board. Grant funds from NEA are awarded project by project and increased slightly from 2008 to 2012, 

though the theater did not receive funds in 2010 and 2011. The Wisconsin Arts Board’s contribution, 

meanwhile, declined from $86,500 in 2008 to $17,500 in 2012, in part because of a decision by state 

officials to broaden the pool of funding recipients.  

The Rep’s endowment – created in the 1990s – currently holds $8.8 million. The value of endowment 

assets fell from $10.2 million in 2007 to $7.3 million in 2010, before growing to the current level. Use of 

the endowment to support operations took a similar path, declining $113,000 (26%) from 2008 to 2012. 

The theater can withdraw between 3% and 5% of total assets annually based on a five-year rolling 

average.  

Though The Rep has seen operating surpluses in the last three years, the period began with significant 

deficits largely due to the recessionary effects discussed above. The theater hopes to continue on its 

current path, but has little in terms of cash reserves should additional plunges in earned revenue occur. 

Capital Budget 

The Rep spent $1.3 million on a variety of capital projects over the last five years. The most substantial 

project was a $243,000 investment in upgrades to the theater’s sound system to better accommodate 

the addition of musical performances. Other projects included an updated computer system ($128,000) 

and phone system ($108,000), plus the addition of capacity for automated changes to stage scenery 

during performances ($80,000). Other capital expenses covered new seating, painting, tuck pointing, 

new vans, and several smaller projects.  

A mix of private and earned revenue sources has supported the theater’s capital projects. As part of a 

$10 million capital campaign conducted in the 1990s, The Rep was able both to build its endowment and 

create a $2.8 million capital sinking fund. The principal and earnings from the fund provide an ongoing 

source of capital support for maintenance and improvements to the theater’s infrastructure. In fact, 

much of the capital support identified as coming from private sources in Chart 2 below comes from the 

sinking fund, which has provided $2.6 million for capital repairs and improvements since its inception in 

1997. Theater officials believe the fund is sufficiently well-stocked to provide an anticipated $1 million to 

cover additional capital projects through 2018, which follows the original thinking that it would provide 

a stable source of capital funding for 20 to 25 years. 
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Chart 2: Prior and projected five-year capital funding comparison 

 
Source: Capital expenditure levels provided by Milwaukee Repertory Theater. 

 

The Rep currently is evaluating capital priorities for the next several years. Chart 2 shows a potential 

level of capital spending of $3.7 million from 2013 to 2017, with a portion of that amount expected to 

be supported by the sinking fund. Contemplated projects include new seating in the Powerhouse 

Theater, an upgrade to the theater’s telephone system, additional sound system upgrades, and other 

smaller projects.  

The Rep also plans to take out a loan for its largest upcoming capital project – a repair of its building 

foundation that is expected to cost $1.5 million or more – and it instituted a new building restoration 

fee in 2013 of $1 per ticket that will go toward paying off that loan. If no other contributed private 

support materializes to help with the cost, then the theater anticipates that it will take at least 10 years 

for the revenue generated from that fee to fully repay the loan. Once the loan is paid off, it is uncertain 

whether or not the fee will remain to support other building needs. 

The foundation repair comes after a well-publicized issue facing several riverside buildings – a sinking 

water table. Many older buildings have foundations made of wooden pilings that must remain covered 

by water or mud. As the water table has fallen, foundations have been exposed to air and have begun to 

rot and deteriorate, causing the buildings to shift and sink. The falling water table is linked to MMSD’s 

28.5-mile deep tunnel that lies beneath downtown and has helped to significantly reduce sewer 

overflows in the region. A recent decision by the state Supreme Court holds MMSD responsible for the 

loss of groundwater that has seeped through the deep tunnel and created issues for building 

foundations. Though the court has ordered MMSD to reduce the water seepage, building owners still 

must find ways to repair the damage already done.  

The Rep also anticipates the replacement of infrastructure related to its production of A Christmas Carol, 

which is now 10 years old and soon will need to be completely renewed. The last time such a 

replacement occurred, the theater incurred costs of $1.1 million to rebuild sets, create new props, and 

buy new costumes. Costs of about $1.5 million are expected for this endeavor, which is likely to be 

needed within the next few years.  
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Summary of Financial Needs 

Operations 

The Milwaukee Repertory Theater has stabilized its finances after suffering reduced revenues in the 

aftermath of the economic recession. In fact, an extremely successful season at the box office generated 

an $800,000 surplus in 2012 (before depreciation). Nevertheless, the volatility of theater attendance 

and its linkage to economic conditions makes it uncertain that The Rep will be able to similarly thrive in 

future years. The theater is in the process of evaluating its resources to resolve an historical structural 

deficit and to develop a more sustainable budget.  

Capital 

The Rep has planned well for its infrastructure needs, with its capital sinking fund available to cover 

several projects through 2018. Once that fund is depleted, however, The Rep will need to seek other 

sources of capital support. Also, the theater has had to go beyond its sinking fund to raise funds to 

support the major repair to its building’s foundation. As previously mentioned, the theater has taken out 

a loan to complete that project, which will be paid back over several years with a $1 building restoration 

ticket fee.  
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MILWAUKEE SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA 

Background 

The Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra (MSO) is a nationally-recognized orchestra, performing 130 

classics, pops, family, and educational concerts annually in Milwaukee and on tour. MSO’s individual 

performances, education programs, tours, and community concerts draw about 200,000 individuals 

annually, and it also serves as orchestra for Milwaukee’s Florentine Opera. In addition to being one of 

Milwaukee’s most popular performing arts organizations, MSO provides a variety of educational 

programming. For example, its Arts in Community Education (ACE) program provides arts education in 

local schools, including classroom visits from MSO ensembles.  

MSO is one of the youngest of the nation’s first-tier orchestras. Initiated as the Milwaukee Pops 

Orchestra in 1949, the young orchestra’s board of directors changed its name to the Milwaukee 

Symphony Orchestra in 1959. That followed the organization’s most successful year, including one 

winter performance that attracted 6,300 patrons. The MSO hired its first 16 full-time musicians during 

the 1962 season.  

The MSO now employs 79 full-time musicians and performs 39 weeks out of the year. Most of MSO’s 

performances are held at the Marcus Center for the Performing Arts, where it shares the 2,305-seat 

Uihlein Hall with the Milwaukee Ballet, Florentine Opera, and Broadway musicals. MSO also performs at 

smaller venues, including the Pabst Theater, the Basilica of St. Josaphat, the Milwaukee Theatre, and the 

Sharon Lynne Wilson Center for the Arts in Brookfield. 

Operating Budget 

The MSO’s operating budget fluctuated between $16.7 and $17.6 million over the last five years (Table 

1), with one-year swings in the $800,000 range not uncommon. Two-thirds of MSO’s general operating 

expenditures are for orchestra and artistic operations (including personnel), with the remaining amount 

comprising costs related to administration, marketing, development, education, and employee 

pensions.  

MSO employs 30 non-musicians in addition to its 79-member full-time orchestra. The number of non-

musicians has declined from 42 in 2008, while the 79 musicians represent a decline from 88 during the 

past decade. The musicians operate under a collective bargaining agreement. A new three-year 

agreement reached in late 2012 eliminated much of a previously planned pay raise for the 2012-13 

season and reduced the minimum musician salary. The musicians also agreed to salary reductions in a 

four-year agreement reached in 2009.  
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Table 1: Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra operating expenditures and revenues, 2008 to 2012* 

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
5-year 

change 

Expenditures             

General operating $16,845,080  $17,582,759  $17,518,345  $16,666,591  $17,498,539  $653,459  

Minor repair & maintenance $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  

Debt service $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  

Total expenditures $16,845,080 $17,582,759 $17,518,345 $16,666,591 $17,498,539 $653,459  

Revenues 

     
  

Public funding $184,500 $182,800 $174,700 $106,900 $84,600 ($99,900) 

Private funding $8,064,662 $8,159,819 $6,563,354 $8,541,464 $9,967,367 $1,902,705  

UPAF $3,103,075 $3,068,082 $2,405,886 $2,469,688 $2,402,993 ($700,082) 

Earned revenue $3,167,089 $3,600,040 $3,547,022 $3,500,214 $3,115,079 ($52,010) 

Contribution from endowment $1,502,421 $1,493,521 $1,347,310 $1,182,359 $1,000,566 ($501,855) 

Other $1,153,362 $1,086,604 $968,841 $989,557 $838,325 ($315,037) 

Total revenues $17,175,109 $17,590,866 $15,007,113 $16,790,182 $17,408,930 $233,821  

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) $330,029  $8,107  ($2,511,232) $123,591  ($89,609)   

*Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra’s fiscal year runs from September 1
st

 to August 31
st

.  
Source: Financial figures provided by Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra. 

 

Pension costs have become a major obstacle for the symphony since the 2008 recession, as the stock 

market decline caused MSO’s pension plan assets to lose value, which necessitated annual contributions 

to address unfunded liabilities. After experiencing no need for a pension contribution in the first two 

years of the 2008-2012 timeframe, MSO was required to contribute $629,300 to its pension fund in 

2010, and that amount grew to $912,100 in 2012. MSO has seen recent improvements in its unfunded 

pension liability, however, which stood at $7 million in 2012 and fell to $5.4 million in 2013. 

To absorb the spike in pension costs, MSO engaged in a mix of expenditure cuts (including the musician 

salary adjustments referenced above) and strategies to generate additional revenues. Because the poor 

economy also impacted some of the symphony’s major donors and ticket sales, revenues still fell sharply 

in 2010 before rebounding in the next two years.  

As seen in Chart 1, the largest source of revenue for MSO is private funding, which comprised an 

average of 49% of the symphony’s total revenues from 2008 to 2012. In addition, MSO is heavily reliant 

on support from UPAF (in fact, MSO is the largest recipient of UPAF’s annual funding distribution). UPAF 

funding accounted for an average of 16% of MSO’s revenue budget over the last five years, though that 

support has declined from a high of $3.1 million in 2008 to a little more than $2.4 million in each of the 

past three years.  
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Chart 1: Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra revenues by source, 2008 to 2012 

 
Source: Financial figures provided by Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra. 

 

This reliance on private donations and UPAF support has presented a challenge for MSO. For example, 

when the symphony saw those two sources decline by a combined $2.3 million in 2010, it ended the 

year with a $2.5 million deficit. MSO was able to bring private support back above pre-recession levels in 

2011 and to greatly surpass those levels in 2012, but preliminary results show that another sharp drop in 

private donations in the 2013 fiscal year helped precipitate a $1.8 million deficit for that year.   

MSO also has experienced substantial challenges on the earned revenue side, which is the symphony’s 

next largest source of revenue. Earned revenue, which consists of revenue from ticket sales, makes up 

20% of MSO’s annual revenue and brought in $3.1 million in 2012. Ticket sale revenue first fell in 2010 

and has declined in every year since, including 2013.  

MSO officials say the symphony is limited in its ability to boost ticket sales because it lacks its own 

performance venue and must operate as a tenant in the Marcus Center for the Performing Arts, which 

also serves several additional performing arts organizations. Competition for space and dates has been a 

contentious issue, particularly during the Christmas holiday season. The Milwaukee Ballet’s 

“Nutcracker,” for example, is scheduled heavily in Uihlein Hall during the holidays, which also are a time 

when MSO believes it could draw substantial audiences. The Marcus Center’s contractual obligation 

toward Broadway Across America absorbs additional dates that would be attractive to the MSO.  

MSO does seek alternative venues to schedule performances at times that might attract peak audiences, 

but MSO officials contend that an absence of large performance spaces with proper acoustics for 

orchestra performances largely precludes them from doing so. MSO has utilized smaller venues, but 

those often require the full orchestra to break into smaller groups.  

In addition, MSO has worked to diversify its musical offerings in an effort to appeal to broader 

audiences. For example, the symphony has begun performing “gateway” concerts that shift from 
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classical sets to more popular music (e.g. a recent performance featuring the music of the Indigo Girls) 

with which it hopes to attract new symphony-goers who could become regular patrons.  

MSO also receives smaller amounts of revenue from its endowment and from public sources. 

Endowment earnings account for about 8% of MSO’s revenue budget annually, but declining returns on 

endowment assets have caused annual allotments to MSO’s operating budget to decline. MSO’s 2008 

endowment transfer was $1.5 million, but that amount fell to $1 million in 2012 and $704,500 in 2013. 

The symphony can withdraw between 4% and 6% of the endowment balance to support operations 

based on a three-year rolling average. Currently, its endowment stands at $17 million. Public support, 

meanwhile, has comprised an average of 1% of MSO’s revenues and is mostly comprised of an allocation 

from the Milwaukee County-funded CAMPAC.  

The combination of increased pension costs, heavy reliance on private support, stagnant earned 

revenues, and dwindling endowment support has led many of its supporters to conclude that MSO 

needs a new business model. In particular, the growth of MSO’s private and UPAF support from 65% of 

its revenue budget in 2008 to 73% in 2013 is seen as unsustainable. On the day this report went to 

press, MSO officials announced a new agreement with musicians that would trim the size of the 

orchestra through retirement and attrition and adjust the concert season to accommodate more 

performances at the Marcus Center, where revenue potential is highest. Officials also announced that 

the symphony would need to immediately raise $5 million in donations before such changes could take 

place to address a cash-flow crisis and keep the organization in business.  

Capital Budget 

As a tenant of the Marcus Center, MSO has not itself directly incurred capital costs. That could change in 

the future, however, as the symphony is exploring the possibility of pursuing its own concert hall. MSO 

has contemplated the idea for several years, not only because of the competing uses of the Marcus 

Center’s Uihlein Hall, but also because it contends that the stage size and acoustics of the multi-

purposed Uihlein hall were built more for theater performances than for symphony orchestra concerts. 

In fact, in 2001, MSO studied the possibility of converting the vacant Grand Cinemas building on 

Wisconsin Avenue to a new concert venue. The project was estimated to cost more than $50 million, 

which turned out to be too prohibitive at the time.  

More recently, MSO has considered two additional options. One is a potential partnership with the 

Marcus Center to construct a new symphony hall atop the proposed new Marcus Center parking 

structure, but those conversations have not advanced very far. More advanced consideration had 

occurred regarding a new symphony hall within the Couture, a new 44-story high-rise apartment 

building and hotel that will be constructed near the Milwaukee lakefront, but those discussions recently 

were terminated because of timing and related issues.  

The cost of a possible new concert hall would depend on its location, but cost estimates developed 

during the Couture discussions provide a rough estimate. Three conceptual designs were considered, 

which ranged in cost from $84.1 million to $90.3 million. MSO believes these cost estimates are 



 Page 128 
 

reasonable approximations of the cost of a new symphony hall if connected to another development. A 

stand-alone performance venue for MSO likely would cost substantially more. 

Because a new symphony hall still is in the conceptual stage and the MSO is not pursuing a concrete 

proposal at this time, we are not citing it as a five-year capital need for the purposes of our overall 

needs analysis in this report. It is discussed here because it is a potential major need that could emerge 

at some point in the not-too-distant future and because it illustrates the possible connection for MSO 

between major capital investment and operating budget stability.  

Summary of Financial Needs 

Operations 

The Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra has experienced substantial operating budget challenges, 

experiencing deficits in 2010, 2012 and 2013. Increasing pension costs and the desire to maintain quality 

programming have limited the MSO’s budget-cutting options on the expenditure side, and an 

overreliance on private support and declining ticket sales have hurt on the revenue side. MSO now 

hopes to raise $5 million from private sources to stave off an immediate cash-flow crisis, and then make 

additional orchestra reductions and other changes that are designed to reduce costs without negatively 

impacting earned revenues. Whether such business model changes will be effective – and whether they 

can be enacted quickly enough – could determine whether the MSO is able to survive.      

Capital 

The current efforts of MSO and its supporters to revamp the organization’s business model and secure 

financial stability will take precedence over near-term consideration of a new performance venue, but it 

is possible that a new concert hall will receive renewed consideration in the future as a means of 

enhancing MSO’s opportunities to generate earned revenue. Given the magnitude of such a venture – 

roughly estimated at $84 to $90 million – public financial support could be essential to making the 

project happen, or to ensuring that private fundraising for a new symphony hall does not crowd out 

private support for other arts and cultural facility needs.  
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MILWAUKEE YOUTH ARTS CENTER 

Background 

The Milwaukee Youth Arts Center (MYAC) is a collaborative arts venue that provides accommodations 

for several organizations that seek to engage urban youth in artistic and cultural programs. MYAC’s 

founding collaborators – the Milwaukee Youth Symphony Orchestra (MYSO) and the First Stage 

Children’s Theater – are the facility’s main tenants. Other tenants include Danceworks, Festival City 

Symphony, Milwaukee Children's Choir, and the African American Children's Theater. These and other 

music, dance and theatrical organizations share space within MYAC and provide programming and 

outreach to enrich youth, cultivate talent, and encourage interest in the arts. 

MYAC is located in renovated space near the former Schlitz Brewery that once consisted of two 

connected buildings (constructed in 1920 and 1940) that served as a garage, warehouse, and 

distribution center for the brewery. The facility spans 88,000 square feet and contains five rehearsal 

spaces, one of which can serve as a small performance venue. There are nine studios, two smaller voice 

rooms, a music library, a costume shop, administrative office space, and storage. At the center of the 

facility, there is a large, open common area where students and parents can study and convene 

between classes. 

MYAC’s founding tenants – First Stage and MYSO – had previously leased rehearsal and administrative 

space within the Marcus Center for the Performing Arts. MYSO occupied what is now the Marcus 

Center’s board room, and First Stage leased the Marcus Center basement, formerly used by the 

Milwaukee Repertory Theater. When the two entities began to outgrow the capacity offered within 

their respective spaces, they decided to collaborate to find a new and larger home, a feat that both 

considered financially impossible if done independently.  

Pursuit of a joint facility also was made viable by the fact that First Stage largely conducted 

programming on Saturdays and during the summer months, while MYSO mostly operated during after-

school hours in the academic year. The two organizations formed MYAC as a new nonprofit organization 

in 2003 and raised $13 million through a capital campaign. The Schlitz property was purchased for $3.5 

million, and the remaining funds were used to renovate the building and create a $1.5 million repair and 

maintenance reserve for future building repairs. The new MYAC facility opened its doors in 2005. 

Operating Budget 

As shown in Table 1, MYAC operated with an expenditure budget of $536,693 in its most recently 

completed fiscal year, a $58,374 decrease from five years earlier. MYAC’s expenditure budget has not 

yet fully recovered from a 26% decrease in 2010, which largely reflected the struggling economy and its 

impact on various revenue streams of tenant organizations.  
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Table 1: MYAC operating expenditures and revenues, 2009 to 2013* 

  2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

5-year 

change 

Expenditures             

General operating $483,683  $354,175  $384,319  $409,506  $427,417  ($56,266) 

Minor repair & maintenance $111,384   $86,071  $101,500  $101,122  $109,276  ($2,108) 

Total expenditures $595,067 $440,246 $485,819 $510,628 $536,693 ($58,374) 

Revenues         

Public funding $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  $0 

Private funding $94,822  $79,141  $85,430  $31,524  $19,775  ($75,047) 

UPAF $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  $0 

Earned revenue $497,522  $351,884  $392,247  $470,949  $508,725  $11,204 

Other $2,724  $9,221  $8,142  $8,155  $8,194  $5,470 

Total revenues $595,067 $440,246 $485,819 $510,628 $536,693 ($58,374) 

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) $0 $0 $0 $0 $0   

*MYAC’s fiscal year runs from July 1
st

 to June 30
th

. 
Source: Financial figures provided by MYAC. 

 

Though MYAC is an independent entity with its own board and budget, it is largely supported by the 

rental income from First Stage and MYSO. Total rental income amounted to $508,725 in 2013 (95% of 

MYAC’s budget), as seen in Chart 1, with roughly 75% of that coming from First Stage and MYSO. These 

two organizations adjust their contributions to ensure that MYAC ends each year with a balanced 

budget. Should MYAC struggle to secure private donations, for example, then the payments of First 

Stage and MYSO are adjusted to make up for any budget shortfall. This has indeed been the case in 

recent years, as MYAC does not provide any educational programming itself, thus making it difficult for 

the organization to secure private donations for operations. The reverse also is true. Should First Stage 

and MYSO struggle financially, MYAC operations are adjusted to account for their needs or limitations.  

Chart 1: MYAC revenues by source, 2009 to 2013 

 
Source: Financial figures provided by MYAC. 
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Given that MYAC relies heavily on financial support from First Stage and MYSO, it is important to 

understand their fiscal condition as well. First Stage was founded in 1987. It performs theater 

productions at the Marcus Center and holds its First Steps productions for younger youth at MYAC. 

Those productions draw audiences of approximately 118,000 annually. First Stage also serves roughly 

1,900 students through its theater academy, which operates out of MYAC, the Sharon Lynne Wilson 

Center for the Arts in Brookfield, and the Oconomowoc Arts Center; and it offers other educational 

outreach programs within schools and throughout the community.  

As seen in Table 2, in 2013, First Stage had an expenditure budget of $4 million, an increase of $385,300 

from 2009. The budget is largely supported by earned revenue and private funding. Earned revenue 

totaled $2.2 million in 2013 and has grown by 19% over the past five years. The two major components 

of earned revenue are ticket sales for performances and student fees from the academy and other 

educational programming. Ticket revenue grew by 9% during the five-year period, while revenue 

generated from the First Stage academy and other educational programs grew 25%.  

First Stage also secured $1.9 million from private sources in 2013, a 7% increase from 2009. This includes 

$564,974 in UPAF funding, which has increased $75,404 over the last five years. Like other arts and 

cultural institutions analyzed in this report, First Stage experienced a drop in private funding during the 

economic recession. Combined with a decline in revenue from educational programming, that 

contributed to reduced MYAC expenditures in 2010 and 2011. Public funding comprises about 1% of 

First Stage’s total revenue annually. 

Table 2: First Stage operating expenditures and revenues, 2009 to 2013* 

  2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

5-year 

change 

Expenditures         

Total operating expenditures $3,648,040  $3,372,789  $3,637,204  $4,149,946  $4,033,363  $385,323 

Revenues         

Public funding $43,334  $65,252  $49,850  $35,464  $37,780  -$5,554 

Private funding $1,302,912  $1,191,282  $1,275,420  $1,521,102  $1,359,220  $56,308 

UPAF $489,570  $467,199  $452,457  $499,051  $564,974  $75,404 

Earned revenue $1,825,942 $1,817,476 $1,911,359 $2,102,590 $2,169,535  $343,593 

Ticket revenue $1,036,628  $1,021,325  $990,051  $1,113,007  $1,131,354 $94,726 

Educational program revenue $720,341  $709,149  $845,048  $868,134  $898,683 $178,342 

Other earned revenue $68,973  $87,002  $76,260  $121,449  $139,498 $70,525 

Contribution from endowment $0  $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Other $0  $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Total revenues $3,661,758 $3,541,209 $3,689,086 $4,158,207 $4,131,509 $469,751 

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) $13,718 $168,420 $51,882 $8,261 $98,146  

* First Stage’s fiscal year runs from July 1
st

 to June 30
th

. 

Source: Financial figures provided by First Stage. 
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MYSO was established in 1956 with an orchestra of 30 young musicians, and it has now grown to 

become an award-winning instrumental group made up of nearly 1,000 young musicians who perform 

to audiences of approximately 10,000 annually. MYSO performances are held at the Marcus Center’s 

Uihlein Hall, Carroll University’s Shattuck Auditorium, and UW-Milwaukee’s Helene Zelazo Center, 

among other venues throughout the region. MYSO’s educational programming, meanwhile, not only 

trains student musicians, but also provides musical enrichment to area schools. 

MYSO’s expenditure budget is about $1.6 million, as seen in Table 3. Expenditures have grown steadily 

during the past five years, increasing by 25%. MYSO is more dependent on private funding than First 

Stage, though private support has declined recently as a percentage of the group’s operating revenue 

(from 60% in 2009 to 53% in 2013). About 40% of MYSO’s private funding comes from UPAF.  

Earned revenue comprises roughly 30% of MYSO’s support at $502,700 in 2013, and has grown 27% 

during the past five years. Like First Stage, MYSO’s earned revenue is largely generated through ticket 

sales and fees paid by enrolled students. Revenue from MYSO’s educational programs has grown 26% 

since 2009. 

Approximately 6% of MYSO’s revenues come from public sources, while support from MYSO’s 

endowment was a significant revenue component in each of the past two years. MYSO draws 

endowment funds as budgeted based on a three-year rolling average. The decision to draw is generally 

made at the end of the fiscal year and a draw does not occur if the year-end financial results do not 

necessitate the additional funds. As of June 2013, endowment assets amounted to $3.4 million.  

Table 3: MYSO operating expenditures and revenues, 2009 to 2013* 

  2009 2010 2011 2012 2013** 

5-year 

change 

Expenditures         

Total operating expenditures $1,293,202  $1,313,080  $1,341,313  $1,479,094  $1,618,880  $325,678 

Revenues         

Public funding $111,644  $78,183  $53,076  $76,389  $76,660  -$34,984 

Private funding $456,996  $486,200  $446,058  $436,855  $478,940  $21,944 

UPAF $325,109  $320,163  $288,674  $365,373  $373,100  $47,991 

Earned revenue $397,442 $419,761 $471,578 $472,395 $502,700 $105,258 

Ticket revenue $43,942  $47,920  $55,097  $50,370  50,000 $6,058 

Educational program revenue $346,262  $365,129  $412,264  $415,294  435,000 $88,738 

Other earned revenue $7,238  $6,713  $4,218  $6,731  17,700 $10,462 

Contribution from endowment $0  $0  $71,022  $119,500  $171,360  $171,360 

Other $14,337  $31,071  $15,282  $11,638  $16,120  $1,783 

Total revenues $1,305,528 $1,335,379 $1,345,690 $1,482,150 $1,618,880 $313,352 

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) $12,326 $22,299 $4,376 $3,057 $0   

*MYSO’s fiscal year runs from July 1
st

 to June 30
th

. 
** Financial figures for 2013 are preliminary audited figures. 

Source: Financial figures provided by MYSO. 
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Capital Budget 

Though the MYAC facility was developed less than 10 years ago, the building still has capital needs. In its 

first two years of operation, those needs were met largely by the organization’s capital maintenance 

reserve, which now stands at $1.4 million (the goal is to maintain a $1.5 million reserve through private 

donations). During the past five years, infrastructure work has been more of the minor maintenance 

variety and has been covered through the annual operating budget. 

MYAC has identified a list of capital maintenance and improvement projects that it hopes to address in 

upcoming years. Maintenance needs total more than $660,000 and include $180,000 for upgrades to 

lighting, acoustics, and sound in two of the MYAC rehearsal/performance spaces; $150,000 for tuck-

pointing and repairs to exterior walls; $85,000 for an enhanced security system; $75,000 to replace 

carpeting throughout the building; $50,000 to replace an outdated phone system; and smaller amounts 

for repainting, door replacements, and landscaping. 

Also, MYAC’s capacity has been stretched by growing demand for the education programming of both 

First Stage and MYSO. That demand – combined with inquiries from other area arts and culture entities 

for rehearsal and performance space – has prompted MYAC to consider a major facility expansion. 

Preliminary discussions have included consideration of a full build-out of the facility’s 30,000-square-

foot lower level, as well as a new parking structure on MYAC’s current parking lot, which would include 

additional space for educational programming and rehearsal. MYAC projects that such an expansion 

would cost about $15 million, with construction beginning in the next couple of years and lasting three 

to five years before completion. MYAC, First Stage, and MYSO officials anticipate that this investment 

will satisfy capacity needs for the long-term and will provide MYAC with additional opportunities to 

lease space more frequently and to a greater number of organizations. 

Chart 2: Prior and projected five-year capital funding comparison 

 
Source: Financial figures provided by MYAC. 

 

$0  

$15.7  

$0  

$2  

$4  

$6  

$8  

$10  

$12  

$14  

$16  

$18  

2008-2012 2013-2017 

M
ill

io
n

s 

Significant jump in 
capital 

expenditures due 
to MYAC expansion 



 Page 134 
 

Summary of Financial Needs 

Operations 

MYAC’s current financial health appears to be sustainable, particularly given that its two anchor 

institutions, First Stage and MYSO, continue to expand enrollment and increase revenues. Though MYAC 

would prefer to diversify and grow its other revenue sources (including private donations), it has 

successfully balanced its budget by leaning on those two institutions.    

Capital 

Because of growing capacity issues and pending infrastructure repairs, it is apparent that MYAC’s needs 

are greater on the capital side. That would particularly be the case if MYAC, First Stage, and MYSO 

determine that they need to pursue the $15 million expansion. All three parties anticipate that an 

expansion would allow them to expand their services and generate additional revenues, thus further 

enhancing the prospects for long-term financial sustainability. 
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SKYLIGHT MUSIC THEATRE 

Background 

Skylight Music Theatre is Milwaukee’s small but well-known performing arts venue that strives to 

showcase the full spectrum of music theatre. The theatre’s portfolio has included baroque opera, 

European operetta, the comedic operas of Gilbert and Sullivan, Broadway musicals, and its own original 

revues. The theatre is known nationwide and aims to expose a dynamic mix of theatrical works, all 

performed in English, to diverse audiences. It performs more than 120 shows each year, entertaining 

roughly 30,000 visitors annually. 

The Skylight Music Theatre was founded in 1959 and officially became its own nonprofit in 1962. At that 

point, the theatre moved from its original coffee shop location on Jackson Street to an old tire-capping 

factory on N. Jefferson Street in Cathedral Square. It is there that Skylight performed for more than 30 

years. As the theatre grew in popularity, it also grew beyond the capacity of its facility. So, in 1993, 

Skylight bought an 86-year-old grocery warehouse in Milwaukee’s Third Ward and turned it into a new 

theater complex. The renovation cost $5.9 million and was paid through private donations generated 

from a major capital campaign.  

The new space became known as the Broadway Theatre Center and holds two performance venues: the 

99-seat Studio Theatre that inhabits the renovated warehouse structure; and the 358-seat Cabot 

Theatre built on an adjacent lot. The complex also holds administrative offices, a bar and bistro, and 

work spaces for building sets, props, and costumes. Skylight currently leases administrative offices to 

five non-profit arts groups (the Milwaukee Chamber Theatre, Renaissance Theaterworks, Present Music, 

Bel Canto Chorus, and the Milwaukee Children’s Choir) and a private law firm. The Milwaukee Chamber 

Theatre and Renaissance Theaterworks also use the Studio and Cabot theatres for their productions 

each season. 

Operating Budget 

Skylight’s annual operating expenditures ranged from $3.0 to $3.5 million from 2008 to 2012, as shown 

in Table 1. The operating budget was cut by nearly $500,000 in 2010, which was the only year during the 

timeframe in which the theatre achieved a year-end surplus. At that time, costs had outgrown available 

revenues, particularly in light of the chilling impact of the economic downturn on attendance, and the 

outstanding amount on the theatre’s line of credit had grown significantly. Fearing a more substantial 

deficit in 2010, the theatre responded with furloughs and staff restructuring. Five positions ultimately 

were cut, including the artistic director position, whose responsibilities were to be absorbed by the 

managing director.  
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Table 1: Skylight Music Theatre operating expenditures and revenues, 2008 to 2012* 

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
5-year 

change 

Expenditures 

    
    

General operating $3,320,000  $3,415,000  $2,943,000  $2,865,000  $3,157,000  ($163,000) 
Minor repair & maintenance $36,000  $101,000  $102,000  $92,000  $118,000  $82,000  
Debt service $34,000  $24,000  $28,000  $18,000  $30,000  ($4,000) 

Total expenditures $3,390,000  $3,540,000  $3,073,000  $2,975,000  $3,305,000  ($85,000) 

Revenues 

    
    

Public funding $63,000  $45,000  $45,000  $58,000  $28,000  ($35,000) 
Private funding $1,056,000  $1,029,000  $1,008,000  $980,000  $896,000  ($160,000) 
UPAF $619,000  $635,000  $562,000  $503,000  $531,000  ($88,000) 
Earned revenue $1,486,000  $1,718,000  $1,501,000  $1,269,000  $1,406,000  ($80,000) 
Contribution from endowment $89,000  $105,000  $88,000  $107,000  $111,000  $22,000  
Other $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  $0  

Total revenues $3,313,000  $3,532,000  $3,204,000  $2,917,000  $2,972,000  ($341,000) 

SURPLUS (DEFICIT) ($77,000) ($8,000) $131,000  ($58,000) ($333,000)   

*Skylight’s fiscal year runs from July 1
st

 to June 30
th

. 
Source: Financial figures provided by Skylight Music Theatre. 

 

The elimination of the artistic director generated fierce opposition from Skylight’s actors, management, 

patrons, and donors, all of which attracted substantial national media attention. Ultimately, the 

negative attention, protests, and loss of theater subscribers and donors resulted in the resignation of 

the managing director and board chair. 

Although 2010 saw a $217,000 decline in earned revenue and a $73,000 drop in UPAF revenue, the 

expenditure reductions that were implemented at the start of that fiscal year and renewed support 

from patrons and supporters allowed the organization to generate a $131,000 operating surplus. In that 

year, Skylight also paid down its credit debt from $618,000 to $327,000, and it has since worked to 

become even less reliant on available credit lines. Nevertheless, Skylight faces annual challenges in 

balancing the need for cost reductions with the need to spend more on productions to attract greater 

interest and build earned revenue and private contributions. 

Since 2010, Skylight has been unable to stay in the black, experiencing deficits in both 2011 and 2012. 

While expenditures began to grow again following the 2010 financial turmoil, revenues were stagnant. 

Skylight depends on private funding, including annual support from UPAF, to support nearly 50% of its 

annual operating budget, as displayed in Chart 1. From 2010 to 2012, private funding declined by 9%.  
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Chart 1: Skylight Music Theatre revenues by source, 2008 to 2012 

 
 Source: Financial figures provided by Skylight Music Theatre. 
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recent ticket sale growth. After experiencing growth of 18% in 2012, theatre officials indicate they 

expect another 50% increase in ticket sales in 2013 after a very successful performance season. Similar 

growth in future years is unlikely, however, as attendance likely has peaked. Skylight also has had to 

make concessions on rental rates for its tenants because of the economic recession, and has made it a 

priority to maintain its arts education presence in several area schools despite its own challenging 

budget constraints. 

Acknowledging that recent deficits reflect a structural imbalance, the organization developed a strategic 

plan during the 2012 season that it hopes to use to remedy the imbalance. According to Skylight’s 2012 

annual report, the new plan “focuses on strengthening our revenues by expanding our donor base and 

attracting new audiences while holding our expenses flat, as well as strengthening our successful 

educational programs.”  Based on the positive results of the theatre’s 2013 fiscal year, which ended in 

June with a budget surplus, it appears that it is moving in the right direction.  

Capital Budget 

Skylight has spent $842,000 over the past five years on capital improvements, as shown in Chart 2, with 

all of the funding coming from private sources. Given the age of the portion of the building that houses 

the Studio Theatre and administrative offices – which is now over 100 years old – it is not surprising that 

much of this cost was dedicated to major maintenance projects. The largest project was a major 

sidewalk renovation – necessitated by the fact that the basement of the older building extends below 

the sidewalk and suffered from failing supports – which totaled $250,000. Other projects included a new 

roof, tuck pointing, a new HVAC system, an elevator upgrade, and new flooring. 
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Chart 2: Prior and projected five-year capital funding comparison 

 
Source: Financial figures provided by Skylight Music Theatre. 
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Summary of Financial Needs 

Operations 

Skylight has experienced fiscal instability since 2008, incurring deficits in four of the last five years. While 

the organization continues to take steps to improve its financial position, its ability to generate annual 

increases in earned revenues and private funding levels remains uncertain. Skylight would benefit from 

greater diversification in its revenue streams and a more robust endowment, particularly as its facility’s 

basic maintenance needs grow. 

Capital 

With structures built in 1907 and 1993, Skylight has a substantial need for infrastructure repairs. These 

basic infrastructure projects tend to be less attractive for private donors when compared to new 

improvements, and the theatre has been challenged in raising funds to support these major repair and 

maintenance costs.  
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COMPARING THE NEEDS OF PRIVATE ARTS AND CULTURAL 

ORGANIZATIONS WITH THOSE HOUSED IN COUNTY-OWNED FACILITIES 

In analyzing six major privately-owned arts and cultural organizations, we hoped not only to get a sense 

of their overall operating and capital needs, but also to consider how their financial and physical 

condition and challenges compare to those of organizations housed in county-owned facilities. The 

following are some comparative insights. 

Revenue structure 

The arts and cultural institutions we analyzed that operate in privately-owned facilities tend to be more 

reliant on earned revenue than those operating in county-owned facilities (as shown in the figure 

below), which is logical given their lack of public operating support. This reliance means that annual 

revenues often suffer when local economic conditions are weak, as ticket sales, food/beverage 

purchases, gift store sales, etc. can decline during those times. Because the other main revenue source 

for the privately-owned entities is private donations – which also tend to suffer when the economy is 

weak – these organizations experience considerable revenue volatility that is tied to the health of the 

local economy. The organizations housed in county-owned facilities rely more heavily on county 

operating support, which also can be impacted by local economic conditions. Up until the last decade, 

however, when the county cut its operating support because of larger fiscal challenges, public funding 

allocations were relatively steady and were not linked to the cyclical nature of the local economy. 

Reliance on earned revenue, five-year average 
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Operating challenges 

Notwithstanding the revenue challenges cited above, and with the exception of the Milwaukee 

Symphony Orchestra, the operating challenges facing the privately-owned institutions appear to be of a 

smaller magnitude than those faced by the entities housed in county facilities. In fact, most of the 

privately-owned organizations aspire most to build larger endowments and reserves to provide cushion 

in years when attendance suffers, and as a means of addressing unanticipated maintenance and repair 

needs. That contrasts with many of the institutions housed in county facilities, which have faced severe 

structural challenges tied to unattainable revenue projections, increasing personnel costs, and long lists 

of deferred infrastructure maintenance. 

Capital needs 

The privately-owned institutions generally have been successful in generating philanthropic donations 

for major capital improvements that have bolstered their business models and provided greater 

operating budget stability. The organizations housed in county facilities have enjoyed mixed success in 

that regard. While the county has approved a number of major improvements, they often have taken 

several years to materialize. A point of similarity between the two sets of organizations is their difficulty 

generating support for basic repair and maintenance needs. The privately-owned institutions must lean 

on support from private donors, who are likely to be drawn more to major improvements; and the 

county-owned facilities depend on support for basic repairs from county appropriations, which are 

limited by an overwhelming list of county-wide infrastructure repair needs.  
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OTHER ARTS, CULTURAL, RECREATIONAL, AND ENTERTAINMENT 

FACILITIES COULD HAVE BEEN CONSIDERED IN THIS REPORT 

The consideration of new or enhanced public funding to support Greater Milwaukee’s arts, cultural, and 

entertainment assets will need to take into account not only the entities specifically analyzed in this 

report, but also the needs of more than 200 such additional organizations that exist within our region.  

As noted previously, because the Public Policy Forum lacked the capacity to analyze each of those 

organizations for this report, we decided to focus primarily on those that already receive substantial 

public funding, as well as a handful of major privately-owned organizations. The private organizations 

we selected either own or aspire to own their own facilities, and we assume their needs are generally 

reflective of other major arts, cultural, and entertainment organizations in the region. 

While the list of additional organizations that could have been considered in this report is too lengthy to 

cite here, the following prominent organizations are perhaps the most noteworthy omissions. 

 Summerfest is one of the largest music festivals in the country, attended by nearly 900,000 

people annually. The 11-day festival is produced by Milwaukee World Festival, Inc., which leases 

the 75-acre Henry Maier Festival Park on Milwaukee’s lakefront from the City of Milwaukee at a 

current rate of $1.3 million annually. Milwaukee World Festival, Inc. also sponsors a series of 

other events, concerts, and ethnic festivals at the park. In 2012, Summerfest generated $36.3 

million in revenue, while operating expenses that year were $24.8 million. Milwaukee World 

Festival, Inc. recently completed a two-phased, $35 million construction project at the park that 

upgraded stages, food and beverage buildings, restrooms, and other facilities. 

 

 State Fair Park is owned by the State of Wisconsin and managed by the State Fair Park Board, a 

state agency. In 2013, more than one million people attended the Wisconsin State Fair. Located 

on 190 acres in West Allis and Milwaukee, the site also features the Pettit National Ice Center 

and Milwaukee Mile racetrack. The operating budget of the State Fair Park Board for its 2011 

fiscal year was $16.4 million. The primary sources of revenue are attendance fees and other 

revenues related to the State Fair. While the State Fair Park board does not receive any public 

operating support, it is allocated some “benefits and support” from the state’s Building 

Commission for capital improvements and repairs. 

 

 Betty Brinn Children’s Museum provides interactive exhibits and other educational resources 

that promote the healthy development of children from birth through age 10. Approximately 

200,000 children and adults attended the museum in 2011. The museum leases 25,000 square 

feet in O’Donnell Park, a Milwaukee County-owned building on the lakefront. The lease runs 

until 2033, though the museum has expressed interest in moving to a larger space before that 

time. In 2012, the Betty Brinn Museum had a total income of $2.1 million, of which $1.5 million 

was earned income and $637,000 was contributions.  
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 Florentine Opera is the nation's sixth-oldest opera company and is presenting its 80th season of 

world-class opera in the 2013-2014 season. In 2011-12, 27,200 people attended the opera’s 

performances at the Marcus Center and other venues throughout Milwaukee. In 2012, the 

opera company’s revenues totaled $2.4 million, including $1.9 million in contributions and 

earned revenue of $491,000. The Florentine Opera receives support from UPAF, CAMPAC, and 

the State of Wisconsin, as well corporations, foundations, and individuals. 

 

 Pabst Theater, Riverside Theater, and Turner Hall Ballroom are managed by the Pabst Theater 

Foundation, which was established by local philanthropist Michael Cudahy when he bought the 

Pabst Theater from the City of Milwaukee for one dollar in 2002. Today, the three venues 

collectively present 450 musical and other events each year with an estimated audience of 

400,000 people. The most recent estimate available for total revenues generated by the Pabst 

Theater Foundation is more than $15 million. 

Again, the absence of detailed analysis on these and other organizations should not be interpreted as a 

determination that they do not have pressing operating or capital needs, or that they do not merit 

consideration of enhanced public support. On the contrary, any discussion about a new public funding 

source to support the region’s cultural and entertainment assets should include due diligence on the 

needs of the full range of assets, and should consider how different funding strategies may impact 

various types of entities depending on their individual financial characteristics.   

 

  

http://www.upaf.org/


 Page 144 
 

 

SECTION 4 

OVERVIEW OF MAJOR SPORTS AND CONVENTION 

FACILITIES IN MILWAUKEE COUNTY 
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INTRODUCTION 

In several other metro 

regions across the 

country, the debate 

regarding dedicated 

public funding sources for 

arts and cultural 

institutions has extended 

to sports and convention 

facilities, as well. For 

example, as will be 

discussed in our second 

report to be released 

early next year, Allegheny 

County (Pennsylvania) 

dedicates a substantial 

portion of its half-cent 

“Regional Asset District” 

sales tax to debt service 

costs for new professional 

baseball and football 

stadiums and a 

convention facility, while 

Oklahoma City has used 

its one-cent Metropolitan 

Area Projects sales tax to 

pay for construction of a 

professional basketball 

arena and expanded 

convention center. 

In metropolitan Milwaukee, advocates for a public funding mechanism to help finance a new or 

renovated basketball arena for the Milwaukee Bucks have suggested that the discussion also include 

regional arts and cultural assets. In particular, the Metropolitan Milwaukee Association of Commerce’s 

initiative to explore a new basketball arena has been cast as a broader “cultural assets initiative” that 

also will focus on the needs of the region’s other major cultural and entertainment facilities, as well as 

the city’s convention center. 

In light of this national and local linkage between arts and cultural assets and sports and convention 

facilities, it is logical for our analysis of possible public funding options to support Greater Milwaukee’s 

arts, cultural, and parks facilities to also contemplate the inclusion of major sports and convention 

Major Sports and Convention Facilities 

1. Two of the three facilities (the BMO Harris Bradley Center and 
Wisconsin Center District) have experienced severe operating 
budget challenges during the past five years. Each has taken 
important steps to secure short-term stability – the WCD via an 
increased food/beverage sales tax and the BMO Harris Bradley 
Center through business, civic, and public support – but longer-
term stability for each may be tied to substantial new capital 
investment. 
 

2. Recent fiscal data support the contention of BMO Harris Bradley 
Center officials that the facility’s business model is challenged and 
suggest that ongoing public and philanthropic support may be 
necessary to support its operations. 

 
3. While the BMO Harris Bradley Center could strive to continue to 

operate with a mix of public, philanthropic, and earned revenue 
similar to other cultural and entertainment assets examined in 
this report, it is distinct from those entities because of the 
possibility of losing its largest tenant. Should the Bucks leave, the 
center would face an uncertain financial future.  
   

 

Needs Assessment Snapshot 
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facilities. Consequently, in our modeling of various funding mechanisms in our next report, we will 

incorporate some approaches that include sports and convention facilities, and others that do not. 

In this section, we provide a brief overview of the finances, governance, and infrastructure needs of 

Milwaukee’s three major sports and convention facilities: the Bradley Center, Miller Park, and the 

Wisconsin Center. Collectively, as shown in the figure below, these entities spend nearly $54 million 

annually to host sporting events, concerts, convention activities, and other entertainment events for 

residents and visitors. This overview is intended to provide basic background information that will be 

useful in understanding the financial assumptions contained in our modeling, and in deliberating the 

pros and cons of including sports and convention facilities in a plan to provide dedicated public funding 

to support regional arts and cultural assets.  

Major Sports and Convention Facilities Total Operating Expenses 
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BMO HARRIS BRADLEY CENTER 

Background 

The BMO Harris Bradley Center opened in Downtown Milwaukee in 1988 as the home of the National 

Basketball Association’s Milwaukee Bucks, as well as the American Hockey League’s Milwaukee 

Admirals, the Marquette University Golden Eagles NCAA men’s basketball team, and the Major Indoor 

Soccer League’s Milwaukee Wave. Today, three of those four teams continue to call the BMO Harris 

Bradley Center home (the Wave now play at the U.S. Cellular Arena). The center also hosts a variety of 

other sports, entertainment, and community events, including concerts, family shows, NCAA 

tournaments, and charitable events. It seats 18,600 for basketball and 20,000 for concerts and 

approximately 1.5 million people attend events at the facility each year.  

Construction of the center was funded through a $93 million20 gift from Jane Bradley Pettit in memory of 

her father, Harry Lynde Bradley, co-founder and chairman of the Allen-Bradley Company (now Rockwell 

Automation). The City of Milwaukee also played an important role by purchasing the real estate for the 

site, and by constructing two nearby parking structures (one of which subsequently was sold to MATC), 

but no public dollars were contributed to the arena’s construction. 

The BMO Harris Bradley Center is owned by the Bradley Center Sports and Entertainment Corporation, a 

nonprofit corporation created by the Wisconsin Legislature in 1985 as an instrumentality of the state to 

receive the donation from the Pettit family. The corporation is governed by a nine-member board 

appointed by the governor, six of whom require senate consent and must be state residents (including 

three who must have executive and managerial business experience), and three of whom are nominated 

by the Bradley Family Foundation. 

To date, the center has received no public operating support, though it received two separate $5 million 

grants from the state (in 2009 and 2012) for capital repairs and maintenance. In 2014, the center will 

receive a $175,000 payment from the City of Milwaukee. The payment will come from the city’s parking 

fund and has been requested by center officials as an appropriate share of the annual revenue 

generated by BMO Harris Bradley Center events at the city-owned parking ramp across the street from 

the center. 

The center also has recently received funding totaling approximately $18 million from major Milwaukee 

corporations to support its operations and maintenance, including a six-year naming rights agreement 

announced in May 2012 from BMO Harris Bank, and additional sponsorship commitments from 25 other 

corporate and philanthropic entities. The six-year timeframe for the naming rights payments and 

sponsorships is intended to support the BMO Harris Bradley Center through the expiration of its current 

lease agreement with the Bucks in October 2017.  

                                                           
20

 BMO Harris Bradley Center Fact Sheet, 2012 
(http://bradleycenter.s3.amazonaws.com/doc/BMO_Harris_Bradley_Center_Fact_Sheet.pdf).  

http://bradleycenter.s3.amazonaws.com/doc/BMO_Harris_Bradley_Center_Fact_Sheet.pdf
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BMO Harris Bradley Center Finances 

Table 1 shows the center’s operating expenditures for the 2008-2012 fiscal years. Operating 

expenditures averaged about $14 million annually during the five-year period and declined by about 9% 

since the start of the period. Personnel costs account for the largest share of the operating budget, at 

$5.4 million in 2012. Other major expenditures include costs related to maintenance and repairs, 

utilities, insurance, advertising, promotions, and suite-holder season tickets. In 2012, the center also 

spent about $930,000 on interest costs associated with approximately $10 million of long-term debt 

that has been incurred for building improvements and renovations, as well as deferred obligations to 

the Bucks. Depreciation – which is not included in this table – has totaled about $2.8 million annually.  

Table 1: BMO Harris Bradley Center Operating Expenditures, 2008-2012* 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Salaries, wages and benefits $5,544,567 $5,733,133 $5,669,104 $5,713,751 $5,382,544 

Direct product costs $3,470,352 $3,359,317 $3,023,702 $3,054,011 $2,536,274 

Contracted services, maint. & supplies $1,989,350 $2,002,253 $2,052,794 $2,106,185 $1,691,791 

Professional fees and other admin. $1,204,654 $1,050,673 $1,188,617 $989,424 $1,216,058 

Utilities, insurance and property taxes $1,313,495 $1,284,984 $1,262,022 $1,348,158 $1,342,201 

Interest $943,326 $961,162 $791,362 $815,951 $930,278 

Total expenses $14,465,744 $14,391,522 $13,987,601 $14,027,300 $13,099,146 

*The BMO Harris Bradley Center’s fiscal year runs from July 1
st

 to June 30
th

. 

 

The center’s five-year operating revenue history, shown in Table 2, shows declining earned revenue 

during the period, with a plunge in total revenue averted only because of grant revenue from the state. 

Total revenue did decline substantially in 2012, in large part because of the NBA lockout, which cost the 

Bucks eight home games during the center’s 2012 fiscal year.  

Table 2: BMO Harris Bradley Center Operating Revenue, 2008-2012 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Gross products & services  $11,567,488 $10,811,201 $10,856,237 $10,455,006 $9,179,485 

Tenant shared revenue ($4,889,435) ($4,805,279) ($5,002,625) ($4,755,771) ($4,094,697) 

Net products & services $6,678,053 $6,005,922 $5,853,612 $5,699,235 $5,084,788 

 

  

   Tenant leases $2,121,067 $1,574,043 $2,111,653 $1,412,870 $1,468,770 

Parking $1,573,802 $1,702,395 $1,966,015 $1,932,933 $1,713,609 

Income on investments $244,580 $74,219 $12,461 $9,981 $22,652 

Ticket service charges $2,265,738 $2,080,716 $2,366,552 $2,200,754 $2,140,606 

Expense recovery $1,153,569 $1,122,756 $1,182,152 $1,092,857 $1,074,387 

Grant revenue $0 $0 $852,275 $3,566,451 $581,274 

Other $1,049,100 $674,337 $438,340 $433,133 $537,960 

Total revenues $15,085,909 $13,234,388 $14,783,060 $16,348,214 $12,624,046 

 



 Page 149 
 

The largest source of revenue – shown as “gross products and services” in the table – is comprised 

mainly of revenues generated from net concessions, catering, merchandise, and suites. The center holds 

lease agreements with the Bucks, Admirals, and Golden Eagles for use of the center, and payments 

under those leases are another significant source of revenue. The center’s agreement with the Bucks 

calls for it to share portions of concessions, catering, merchandise, and suite revenue with the team, 

which has resulted in shared revenue of $4 to $5 million in each of the past three years, as shown in the 

table. The Admirals and Golden Eagles do not have similar revenue-sharing provisions in their lease 

agreements, but according to center officials, those entities have negotiated either smaller lease 

payments or other benefits in lieu of revenue sharing.  

A comparison of Table 1 to Table 2 indicates that the center would have experienced an operating loss 

in each of the past four years if not for the initial grant revenue from the state. The financial figures do 

not include the new naming rights and sponsorship revenues committed in the middle of last year, 

however, which are expected to help the center meet some of its increased operating costs over the 

next several years, including higher capital repair and maintenance costs. 

With regard to maintenance and repairs, the five-year revenue table includes the initial state grant of $5 

million awarded in 2009, but not the additional $5 million committed by the state in September 2012. 

The original grant was used for a series of repairs and renovations, including a portion of a new $3.2 

million scoreboard. According to center officials, the new grant will be used for repairs and upgrades to 

a variety of building systems (e.g. mechanical, electrical, plumbing, lighting), as well as some possible 

improvements to security and safety systems.21   

As shown in Table 3, the center spent about $1.4 million for maintenance and capital improvements in 

2012, though the five-year average is closer to $3 million per year.22  According to center officials, 2013 

maintenance and capital expenditures will total about $6.5 million, which reflects not only the partial 

expenditure of the most recent state grant, but also the facility’s growing repair and maintenance 

needs. In fact, current deferred maintenance needs are estimated to total $25 to $30 million.   

Table 3: BMO Harris Bradley Center Maintenance & Capital Expenditures, 2008-2012 

 
2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Routine Maintenance, Supplies, 
& Contracted Services 

$1,276,363 $1,216,861 $1,276,727 $1,404,966 $1,118,070 

Capital Expenditures/Projects $1,343,400 $665,476 $750,013 $5,379,705 $327,226 

Total Maint., Supply, Capital $2,619,762 $1,882,338 $2,026,739 $6,784,671 $1,445,296 

 

                                                           
21

 Walker, Don, “State gives $5 million to BMO Harris Bradley Center for repairs,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, 
September 11, 2012.  
22

 Expenditures for routine maintenance are included in the operating budget expenditure totals shown in Table 1, 
while most of the capital expenditures shown in Table 3 are included in a separate capital expenditure budget that 
is not incorporated into Table 1. 
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Summary of Financial Needs 

Center officials say that while the enhanced revenues secured through 2017 from corporate and 

philanthropic donations and naming rights will help bridge annual operating budget gaps, the center still 

will struggle to accommodate the annual repair and maintenance needs of an aging facility during those 

years. Longer term, they cite a fundamental challenge in the basic business model of the arena, which 

does not provide the revenue opportunities enjoyed by other major sports facilities nationally (including 

public funding for operations and capital improvements) to support the arena’s ongoing funding needs. 

Specific facility-related shortcomings cited by BMO Harris Bradley Center officials include the following: 

 At 550,000 square feet, the BMO Harris Bradley Center is only about two-thirds the size of typical 

major multi-purpose arenas, according to center officials. Consultation with Mortenson 

Construction and Populous, two companies that have worked on arena design and construction in 

several cities across the U.S., confirms that the center’s square footage is limited when compared to 

other recently-built basketball arenas. For example, the Amway Center in Orlando contains 875,000 

square feet; the Target Center in Minneapolis contains 831,500 square feet; the FedEx Forum in 

Memphis contains 805,850 square feet; and the Pepsi Center in Denver contains 675,000 square 

feet. BMO Harris Bradley Center officials argue that the facility’s limited size precludes it from 

adding revenue-generating amenities, such as year-round restaurants, team stores, and fan zones;  

inhibits its ability to compete nationally for sports and entertainment events; and presents 

significant obstacles for performance staging, performer spaces, and food service facilities.  
 

 The seating bowl is cited by center officials as one of the facility’s most significant problems and 

perhaps its most difficult to correct. The BMO Harris Bradley Center’s split is 60% in the upper 

seating level and 40% in the lower level. According to data provided by Mortenson and Populous, 

recent basketball arenas in which the two firms have been involved have 55 to 65% of their seating 

in the lower bowl. BMO Harris Bradley Center officials point out that the center’s configuration was 

designed for hockey and is not well-suited for basketball, which detracts from the fan experience 

and optimal attendance levels. They add that making major seating bowl modifications to the 

existing facility would be prohibitively expensive, time consuming, and disruptive. 
 

 The building lacks modern technological elements that are necessary to allow it to function as a 

modern entertainment venue. According to center officials, these technological shortcomings apply 

to audio and video systems and also include a lack of Wi-Fi. They say that modernizing technology 

within the existing building would be very expensive.  
 

 Unlike many multi-purpose entertainment buildings across the country, the BMO Harris Bradley 

Center lacks attached parking and the center controls only 1,100 parking spaces. Parking structures 

are a major source of revenue for many arenas but, as noted above, the majority of downtown 

parking structures used by center patrons are owned by the city or outside entities. The BMO Harris 

Bradley Center gets no share of that revenue outside of the $175,000 that has now been committed 

by the city for 2014.   
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To address these flaws, BMO Harris Bradley Center officials have suggested that either a major 

renovation or full replacement of the existing arena is required. While firm cost estimates have not yet 

been developed, a review of other recently-constructed NBA arenas indicates that a new arena could 

cost in the range of $400 to $450 million. Cost estimates for a renovation project would depend on the 

scope of the renovation and similarly have not yet been developed, but according to published reports, 

a substantial renovation could cost in excess of $200 million.23 A key question surrounding a possible 

renovation is the extent to which such an approach could address major deficiencies, including those 

associated with the seating bowl. It is anticipated that a substantial percentage of the capital costs for 

either a major renovation project or a new arena would need to be financed with public sector support. 

It is beyond the scope of this report to analyze the pros and cons of building a new arena versus 

renovating the existing facility. Our broad review of the existing facility’s finances does indicate, 

however, that the facility’s future is cloudy if neither of those investments is made. Without the receipt 

of state grant monies, the BMO Harris Bradley Center would have experienced operating budget deficits 

in each of the past four years. The center’s ability to balance its budget over the next several years 

appears similarly challenging and is likely only to be accommodated through the contributions from local 

businesses and foundations, as well as the City of Milwaukee. In the meantime, the basic repair and 

maintenance needs of a 25-year-old facility are growing, adding to the center’s financial pressures.  

That does not mean the center must deviate from its recent path. Indeed, the notion that support from 

state government, city government, and private donors would have to become permanent components 

of its budget would not make it unlike other cultural and entertainment assets examined in this report. 

What makes the BMO Harris Bradley Center much different from those assets is the possibility of losing 

its largest tenant. Center officials contend that without a replacement arena, the center is almost 

certain to lose the Milwaukee Bucks when the existing lease expires in 2017, as that lease was 

conditionally approved by the NBA with the expectation that the team would be moving into a new 

facility at the end of the lease term.  

Again, it is beyond our capacity to assess the likelihood that the Bucks would indeed leave Milwaukee 

without a new or renovated arena. Should the team leave, however, the center itself would face an 

uncertain financial future. According to center officials, the Bucks account for about 40% of the BMO 

Harris Bradley Center’s attendance and more than half of its total revenue. If the Bucks depart, the 

facility still would require increased capital investment to address deferred maintenance and growing 

infrastructure needs for its remaining tenants, yet its earned revenue challenges would increase 

substantially.  

In pointing out these financial realities, we are not suggesting that a new arena must be built. But given 

that the existing facility is owned by a state-created entity, discussion is warranted regarding what the 

facility’s future would look like without its largest tenant, and what the possible consequences and 

options would be for state and local taxpayers. 

                                                           
23

 Walker, Don, “Task force may see arena renovation estimates,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, November 18, 2013.  
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MILLER PARK 

Background 

Miller Park opened in April 2001 as the home of Major League Baseball’s Milwaukee Brewers. The 

41,900-seat stadium also hosts a variety of events year-round, including concerts, weddings, 

graduations, and conferences. Miller Park possesses 1.2 million square feet of space and 72 private 

skybox suites, and it is part of a 265-acre stadium complex site that also includes a Friday’s restaurant 

and a youth baseball facility. Miller Park’s fan-shaped retractable roof has made it a local and national 

landmark that draws close to three million fans annually. 

According to the state’s Legislative Audit Bureau, Miller Park was constructed at a cost of approximately 

$414 million, which includes about $98.5 million on associated infrastructure improvements.24  

Approximately $254 million of that total was financed by revenue bonds issued by the Southeast 

Wisconsin Professional Baseball Park District, the debt service on which is supported by a 0.1% sales tax 

levied in Milwaukee, Ozaukee, Racine, Washington, and Waukesha counties. The Brewers provided $90 

million, including naming rights revenue from Miller Brewing. Other funding sources included 

contributions by the City of Milwaukee ($18 million), Milwaukee County ($18 million), and State of 

Wisconsin ($36 million) for infrastructure and related work. 

The Southeast Wisconsin Professional Baseball Park District was created by the Wisconsin Legislature in 

1995 as a local unit of government responsible for overseeing the design and construction of Miller Park. 

The District co-owns the stadium with the Brewers under a shared ownership agreement (the District’s 

ownership interest is about 71% while the team’s is 29%), but its ownership interest is leased back to 

the team under a 30-year lease agreement initiated in 2001. Under that lease agreement, the team is 

responsible for the management and operation of the stadium complex, including the employment of all 

personnel for game-day events, cleaning, landscaping, and all personnel and outside contracts 

associated with stadium repairs and maintenance. 

The District’s board is comprised of 13 members, including six appointed by the governor; two 

appointed by the Milwaukee County executive; and one each appointed by county leaders in Ozaukee, 

Racine, Washington, and Waukesha counties, as well as the Milwaukee mayor.  

The 0.1% sales tax is the only source of public funding received by the District to support Miller Park. 

Those revenues are required under state law to be used to service the debt the District has incurred for 

the construction of Miller Park, as well as for ongoing capital needs. State statutes require the sales tax 

to end after the District’s governing board certifies to the Department of Revenue that sufficient funds 

are available to meet the District’s debt service obligations and projected capital funding requirements. 

The District also receives the proceeds from a $25 charge levied by the State of Wisconsin for Milwaukee 

                                                           
24

 “Milwaukee Brewers Stadium Costs,” Wisconsin Legislative Audit Bureau, May 2002 
(http://legis.wisconsin.gov/lab/reports/02-8full.pdf). The District has disputed the Audit Bureau cost estimate, 
which includes approximately $24 million in highway infrastructure costs incurred by the Wisconsin Department of 
Transportation, and has cited a total cost figure of $392 million.  

http://legis.wisconsin.gov/lab/reports/02-8full.pdf
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Brewers license plates (minus a 2% licensing fee paid to Major League Baseball). Those revenues also are 

used to pay down the debt on Miller Park. 

Southeast Wisconsin Professional Baseball Park District Finances 

The District spends a little more than $20 million annually on operations, as shown in Table 1. The bulk 

of those expenditures – about $17.8 million in 2012 – consist of principal repayment and interest 

charges on the District’s remaining Miller Park debt. According to District officials, approximately $213 

million in principal and interest payments remained on that debt at the end of 2012 (with a final debt 

service payment scheduled for 2029), which is down from the $523 million in future debt service 

obligations incurred when the Miller Park debt originally was issued. 

Annual spending on the District’s day-to-day operations – including its three-person part-time staff, legal 

costs, accounting/auditing costs, insurance, and various outside contractual services – comes to about 

$1 million annually. The District also spent $2.2 million for operations, maintenance, and improvements 

in 2012. As noted above, the District’s long-term lease agreement with the Brewers requires the team to 

fund ongoing repairs and maintenance, but the lease agreement also requires the District to make 

annual contributions for general maintenance and repairs and to a segregated reserve fund (to which 

the team also contributes) that is used to pay for future capital projects at Miller Park. In 2012, those 

contributions totaled $310,000 and $1.9 million, respectively.  

 

Table 1: Southeast Wisconsin Professional Baseball Park District Operating Expenditures, 2008-2012* 

Budget Category 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Operations, Management & Administration           

    District Operating Expenses  $20,662  $34,479  $22,751  $23,748  $30,521  

    Legal  $42,084  $109,094  $70,826  $55,875  $42,230  

    Consulting Services $143,835  $148,541  $105,310  $0  $0  

    District Management and Administration  $306,979  $330,241  $334,047  $332,692  $320,851  

    Public Communications $5,064  $4,940  $2,874  $2,778  $3,862  

    Accounting Services $30,975  $30,345  $30,007  $30,190  $30,010  

    Financial Advisor  $65,001  $9,968  $12,913  $22,100  $19,195  

    Audit Services  $20,255  $22,720  $22,700  $22,700  $22,600  

    District Insurance  $29,558  $49,393  $49,644  $46,945  $48,538  

    Miscellaneous Outside Services $93,618  $169,552  $193,480  $0  $0  

    Outside Services $0  $0  $0  $297,349  $250,574  

Subtotal $758,032  $909,272  $844,552  $834,377  $768,381  

Property Insurance $277,847  $281,033  $198,087  $159,769  $235,237  

Operations, Maintenance & Improvements 

         Annual Maintenance & Repair Contribution $2,729,222  $310,194  $310,194  $310,194  $310,194  

    District SRF Contribution $1,631,881  $1,889,806  $1,889,806  $1,889,806  $1,889,806  

Subtotal $4,361,103  $2,200,000  $2,200,000  $2,200,000  $2,200,000  

Debt Service           

    Principal Retirement  $6,400,000  $6,920,000  $6,920,000  $7,500,000  $8,115,000  

    Interest Charges  $11,415,565  $11,070,635  $10,517,764  $10,138,664  $9,727,559  

Subtotal $17,815,565  $17,990,635  $17,437,764  $17,638,664  $17,842,559  

Total Operations Expenses $23,212,547  $21,380,940  $20,680,403  $20,832,810  $21,046,177  

*The district’s fiscal year runs from January 1
st

 to December 31
st

. 
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Most of the District’s annual revenue comes from the 0.1% five-county sales tax, which generated $25.8 

million in 2012, as shown in Table 2. The District also receives an annual rent payment of $1.2 million 

from the Brewers. Other sources of revenue include investment income and revenues from Brewers 

license plate sales, which totaled nearly $187,000 in 2012. 

Table 2: Southeast Wisconsin Professional Baseball Park District Operating Revenue, 2008-2012 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

State Sales Tax  $26,672,775  $24,167,598  $24,033,665  $25,911,685  $25,815,529  

License Plate Sales $0  $0  $29,718  $132,252  $186,911  

Investment Income $1,197,188  $971,806  $343,014  $620,318  $560,354  

MBBC Rent $900,000  $900,000  $900,000  $1,200,000  $1,200,000  

Helfaer Foundation $200,000  $200,000  $200,000  $200,000  $0  

Miscellaneous Revenue $55,050  $6,642  $29,448  $115,693  $251,118  

Total Operations Revenues $29,025,013  $26,246,046  $25,535,846  $28,179,948  $28,013,911  

 

A comparison of Table 1 to Table 2 indicates that the District has experienced an operating surplus in 

each of the past five years. Surplus dollars improve the net financial condition of the district and 

positively impact the calculation that determines when the Miller Park sales tax can sunset.  

Summary of Financial Needs 

Unlike many of the other arts, cultural, recreational, and entertainment institutions considered in this 

report, the funding issue with regard to Miller Park is not whether additional public funds are needed, 

but how soon the existing public funding source will expire and whether it might possibly be continued 

and shifted to address the needs of other regional assets. District officials now estimate that the sunset 

date for the 0.1% sales tax will be 2018, which means that the District at that time will be able to certify 

that it possesses sufficient resources to meet all of its future obligations without the flow of continued 

sales tax revenues. 

 The bulk of those obligations are related to paying down the remaining Miller Park debt, though the 

District also is committed to an annual $1.75 million contribution to the ballpark’s segregated reserve 

fund through 2030, when its lease agreement with the Brewers expires. The reserve fund will provide a 

source of funding for major capital repairs and improvements that might be required for the remainder 

of the lease agreement, such as scoreboard improvements or a new chiller. The District and team have a 

capital plan in place that lays out the anticipated timing and cost of capital investments per anticipated 

funds available in the segregated reserve. The reserve currently has a balance of about $9 million 

according to District officials. 

Some civic leaders have suggested that consideration be given to extending the 0.1% sales tax after it is 

no longer needed to support Miller Park as a source of public funding for a new basketball arena or 

other regional cultural and entertainment amenities. While this report will not comment on the 

appropriateness of such a move from a political and public policy perspective, our subsequent report 

will consider the extent to which the amount of revenue generated by extension of the Miller Park sales 

tax would address other needs cited in this and previous sections.   
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WISCONSIN CENTER 

Background 

The Wisconsin Center opened in two phases in Downtown Milwaukee in 1998 and 2000, providing the 

city with a state-of-the-art convention facility that was deemed necessary to compete with similar-sized 

major cities for national conventions. The $185 million facility has 189,000 square feet of exhibit space 

(an increase of more than 55,000 square feet from the previous MECCA convention hall), including a 

37,506 square-foot grand ballroom. It also possesses advanced technology capabilities and $1.2 million 

of public art.  

The Wisconsin Center is owned by the Wisconsin Center District (WCD), a government body created by 

the Wisconsin Legislature in 1994 for the express purpose of funding, building, and operating the new 

convention facility, as well as operating two adjacent venues – the U.S. Cellular Arena and Milwaukee 

Theatre. As a special district, the WCD has an appointed board that is able to issue debt and collect taxes 

and fees within limitations prescribed by the state statutes. 

The WCD board consists of 15 unpaid members appointed by the governor, the Milwaukee County 

executive, the Milwaukee mayor, and the Milwaukee Common Council president. The co-chairs of the 

Legislature's Joint Finance Committee and the City of Milwaukee comptroller also serve on the board, 

and two of the appointed members must represent the hotel and restaurant industries.  

The WCD’s operations are funded by operating revenues. Public revenue sources in the form of special 

sales taxes on hotel rooms, food and drinks sold in restaurants and taverns, and car rentals, are used for 

debt service on the $185 million in bonds that were initially issued to construct the Wisconsin Center 

facility plus subsequent debt issued to improve WCD facilities. Specifically, the special taxes consist of a 

2.5% tax on hotel rooms, a 3% tax on car rentals, and a 0.5% tax on restaurant food and beverage sales, 

all within Milwaukee County. In addition, the WCD collects an additional hotel room tax in the City of 

Milwaukee of 7%.25 Under an agreement that expires in 2015, the WCD directs about half of the net 

proceeds from the additional City of Milwaukee room tax to Visit Milwaukee, the city’s convention and 

tourism bureau.  

Wisconsin Center District Finances 

The WCD’s annual operating budget grew from $16.4 million to $19.7 million – an increase of 20% – 

during the 2008 to 2012 timeframe, as shown in Table 1. The budget consists of “allocated expenses,” 

which are directly related to the day-to-day operation of the WCD’s facilities, and “unallocated 

expenses,” which are more administrative in nature.  

                                                           
25

 Hotel taxes in Milwaukee were a source of revenue for city government until 1994, when the city dedicated that 

funding source to expanding convention facilities. 
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Personnel costs for the WCD’s 285 full- and part-time employees comprise the largest share of the 

operating budget, while advertising and promotions expenses – which consist mainly of the WCD’s 

contractual payment to Visit Milwaukee – are another major expenditure driver. In 2012, the WCD spent 

about $1.3 million on building maintenance and repairs, an amount that has grown steadily over the 

past three years. In addition, the WCD has incurred an average of about $7.5 million annually in 

depreciation and amortization expenses related to its capital assets, which are not included in Table 1.   

 

Table 1: Wisconsin Center District Operating Expenditures, 2008-2012* 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Allocated Expenses 

     Wages $3,201,372  $3,075,252  $3,220,085  $3,396,153  $3,286,553  

Utilities $1,792,037  $1,730,506  $1,918,064  $1,941,189  $1,885,511  

Building maintenance and repairs $1,096,731  $931,856  $1,161,934  $1,226,832  $1,259,648  

Ticket Expenses $86,370  $81,025  $30,868  $82,468  $86,752  

Other $1,000,890  $1,598,692  $1,343,321  $1,586,102  $1,722,075  

Total Allocated Operating Expenses $7,177,400  $7,417,331  $7,674,272  $8,232,744  $8,240,539  

Unallocated Expenses 

     Administrative salaries and wages $1,753,387  $1,805,322  $1,791,130  $1,883,343  $2,147,840  

Employee benefits $1,756,927  $2,006,268  $1,913,237  $2,097,976  $2,249,533  

Advertising and promotion $4,785,520  $4,272,755  $4,157,771  $5,522,420  $5,977,627  

Legal services $14,519  $4,272,755  $14,499  $43,034  $23,959  

Insurance $512,054  $522,163  $429,528  $460,846  $525,645  

Professional services $52,548  $142,325  $55,493  $31,400  $107,068  

Other $349,247  $314,455  $305,286  $417,172  $446,882  

Total unallocated operating expenses $9,224,202  $9,081,909  $8,666,944  $10,456,191  $11,478,554  

Total operating expenses $16,401,602  $16,499,240  $16,341,216  $18,688,935  $19,719,093  

*The Wisconsin Center District’s fiscal year runs from January 1
st

 to December 31
st

. 

 

The WCD’s total operating revenue is up by about $630,000 (5.5%) over the past five years, but has 

declined in each of the past two years, as shown in Table 2. Space rentals, concessions, and advertising 

revenue comprise the largest sources of operating revenue. Box office and parking revenue, which is 

derived mainly from performances and events at the U.S. Cellular Arena and Milwaukee Theatre, 

comprise smaller amounts. 

 

  



 Page 157 
 

Table 2: Wisconsin Center District Operating Revenue, 2008-2012 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Space rentals $3,319,999  $3,073,815  $3,680,368  $3,201,475  $3,282,516  

Equipment rentals $959,691  $805,524  $1,061,540  $961,708  $1,028,320  

Commission on concession sales $2,485,749  $2,148,564  $3,168,554  $3,149,020  $2,799,880  

Labor service revenue $878,684  $1,398,790  $1,230,782  $1,305,356  $1,022,118  

Advertising revenue $1,266,757  $1,318,657  $1,335,004  $1,276,463  $1,412,616  

Information technology revenue $564,385  $461,676  $664,365  $788,133  $722,230  

Box office revenue $799,113  $528,046  $489,627  $554,715  $518,504  

Parking revenue $630,342  $511,447  $606,584  $581,258  $584,132  

Other $569,500  $552,558  $821,338  $641,873  $736,863  

Total operating revenue $11,474,220  $10,799,077  $13,058,162  $12,460,001  $12,107,179  

 

When the WCD’s total operating expenditures are compared to its total operating revenue, it appears 

that the district has been operating with a substantial deficit in each of the past five years. These figures, 

however, do not include the public funding sources that flow into the WCD each year. Table 3 tracks the 

district’s four major sources of public funding from 2008 to 2012, which together totaled more than 

$26.5 million in 2012. The district’s public revenue increased sharply in the past two years (after 

plummeting in 2009 in conjunction with the economic recession), in large measure because of an 

increase in food and beverage revenue resulting from the board’s move to double of the Milwaukee 

County food and beverage tax from 0.25% to 0.5% in 2010. 

 

Table 3: Wisconsin Center District Public Revenue Sources, 2008-2012 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Additional room tax revenue $9,285,558  $7,572,637  $9,306,364  $9,938,361  $10,482,184  

Basic room tax revenue $3,608,095  $2,950,327  $3,575,375  $4,698,986  $4,908,284  

Food and beverage tax revenue $4,049,855  $3,991,474  $6,385,471  $8,901,044  $9,405,832  

Rental car tax revenue $2,181,316  $1,931,213  $2,315,704  $2,539,854  $2,414,379  

Subtotal $19,124,824  $16,445,651  $21,582,914  $26,078,245  $27,210,679  

State of Wisconsin administrative fee ($487,684) ($419,363) ($550,364) ($664,995) ($693,872) 

Net public revenue $18,637,140  $16,026,288  $21,032,550  $25,413,250  $26,516,807  

 

The first use of public funding sources is to pay off the debt service associated with construction of the 

Wisconsin Center and other capital improvements needs. According to its most recent audited financial 

statements, the WCD held $239 million in long-term debt as of December 31, 2012. That includes the 

$185 million in bonds issued for the Wisconsin Center in 1996, the last of which will mature in 2027; and 

$30 million issued for a major renovation of the Milwaukee Theatre in 2001, which will mature in 2026. 

Debt service payments have averaged about $12.5 million for the past five years, leaving about $14 

million of public funding to support Visit Milwaukee (about a $6 million annual appropriation), as well as 

capital reserves and other facility-related needs. 
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The vote by the WCD board to increase the food and beverage tax from 0.25% to 0.5% in 2010 (the 

maximum allowed under state statutes) was largely attributed to concerns that the district’s revenue 

streams were insufficient to service its debt. According to the WCD’s finance and accounting director, 

the district is now on “solid footing” with regard to its debt service capacity.26   

Summary of Financial Needs 

The slowdown in convention activity and stagnant hotel and food/beverage sales tax revenues during 

the recent economic recession raised concerns among WCD officials about the affordability of the 

district’s Visit Milwaukee allocation, as well as its ability to appropriately address building maintenance 

and infrastructure issues. The increase in the food and beverage tax and a general recovery in economic 

activity have alleviated those concerns. Still, given that the WCD already benefits from several public 

funding sources and recently was able to increase one of those sources, it is unlikely that it would be 

considered part of the mix for a general public funding source to support arts, culture, and 

entertainment in Milwaukee County. 

The WCD has been eyeing one substantial capital improvement for several years, however, that would 

require a substantial new influx of public dollars, and that already has been suggested for inclusion in 

discussions about a possible new broad-based source of public funding for arts, culture, and 

entertainment. Arguing that the Wisconsin Center’s limited size is preventing it from competing with 

convention facilities in similar-sized cities, officials have cited the need for an expansion of the 

Wisconsin Center’s 189,000 square feet of exhibit space to bring it more in line with facilities in cities 

like St. Louis, which has 502,000 square feet; and Minneapolis, which has 475,000 square feet.  

While plans for an expanded Wisconsin Center have not yet been fully developed, the expansion has 

been proposed for north of the existing center and south of Kilbourn Avenue, on the site of an existing 

parking lot. WCD officials have suggested that the adjacent land would accommodate about a 40% 

(approximately 75,500-square-foot) expansion of exhibit space.27 The cost of such an expansion is 

estimated at $300 to $400 million, with the higher end of the spectrum taking into account the need for 

additional parking. The District is currently undertaking a study of expansion options and costs that it 

hopes to complete by February.  

Given that existing funding sources have been cited as barely sufficient to pay for existing operations 

and debt service – and that the existing debt for the Wisconsin Center and Milwaukee Theatre will not 

expire for another 14-15 years – Wisconsin Center officials suggest that the expansion would have to be  

financed by a new or expanded public funding source. If the WCD was given authority to bond for those 

costs, then it is likely that existing debt would be restructured as well to allow for use of some of the 

existing revenue streams to pay for both old and new construction. 

                                                           
26

 Walker, Don, “Head of Wisconsin Center District says it has no money for arena,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, 
June 19, 2013. 
27

 Ryan, Sean, “Losing Ground: Other cities expand convention center while Milwaukee stands still,” The Business 
Journal Serving Greater Milwaukee, October 5, 2012. 
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CHALLENGES FACING SPORTS & CONVENTION FACILITIES MUCH LARGER,  

BUT EMBLEMATIC OF THOSE FACING ARTS AND CULTURAL FACILITIES 

The severe operating budget challenges faced by the BMO Harris Bradley Center and the Wisconsin Center 

– as well as the challenges faced by Milwaukee County Stadium that precipitated the construction of 

Miller Park – aptly demonstrate why financial solvency often is linked to major capital investment for 

cultural and entertainment assets. For sports and convention facilities, the business model is intimately 

linked to the physical condition of the facility. An exciting, modern facility that is sized appropriately to 

compete in the facility’s unique marketplace – and that can generate revenue streams that avert over-

reliance on annual attendance (and in the case of sports facilities, on-field performance) – is a recipe for 

success. Conversely, an outdated facility that requires vast annual upkeep and that is not itself an 

attraction often leads to operating shortfalls and calls for major renovation or replacement. 

For arts and cultural institutions, some might argue that financial success is tied more to the quality of the 

entertainment product than the quality of the facility. While museums and concert halls cannot have leaky 

roofs, crumbling facades, or poor acoustics, substantial renovations or replacement generally are less 

frequent and less tied to business success. 

But our analysis has shown that similar to the BMO Harris Bradley Center – for which a successful business 

model may be inextricably linked to a renovated or new arena – several of the institutions examined in 

this report may face comparable linkages. For example, the Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra’s desire for a 

concert hall with improved acoustics parallels the BMO Harris Bradley Center’s desire for an arena with 

better sight lines. Similarly, the Milwaukee County Zoo’s hope for major new exhibits and the Milwaukee 

Ballet’s efforts to secure its new Harmony Initiative both are linked to efforts to enhance earned revenues 

that ultimately may be the key not only to short-term budget solvency, but also to long-term survival.  

We also see some of the same dynamics in play when comparing the condition of the Milwaukee Public 

Museum to that of Discovery World. Discovery World’s modern amenities lend themselves to lucrative 

sponsorship opportunities and minimal need for annual maintenance and repairs, both of which have 

contributed to a stable operating condition. Conversely, the public museum’s aging facility is a drag on 

earned revenues and requires substantial annual investment, both of which have contributed to severe 

operating hurdles. Whether that facility ultimately can survive without major renovation or replacement is 

likely to be debated in the future. 

A takeaway from this discussion is that major investments periodically are required for those metro areas 

that wish to maintain a broad and diverse array of cultural and entertainment opportunities. That does 

not necessarily mean that public funding must be the primary means of investment. It also does not mean 

that discussions should not take place with regard to the number of major cultural and entertainment 

assets each metro area needs, particularly in the context of consumer demand and the capacity of public 

and private funders to support them. It does suggest, however, that much like a region’s transportation 

infrastructure, its cultural and entertainment infrastructure will require cyclical major investment that 

demands ongoing attention and careful planning. 
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CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this analysis is to provide policymakers, civic leaders, and citizens in Greater Milwaukee 

with a greater understanding of the financial and physical health of major cultural and entertainment 

assets in Milwaukee County. In doing so, we hope to ensure that upcoming deliberations over a possible 

new dedicated public funding source to support those institutions are based on a common 

understanding of how they currently receive their financial support, the extent to which their current 

finances are under duress, and how their overall financial condition is related to the physical condition 

of their facilities. 

Overall, our analysis yields the following broad insights and conclusions: 

 The five-year capital needs of the Milwaukee County-owned arts and cultural facilities and parks 

are immense. From 2008 through 2012, $103 million was spent to address capital needs at the 

county-owned facilities. For the next five years, we have identified projected capital needs totaling 

$246 million. While it is not possible to estimate the amount of private funding  that might be 

available to help fill that $143 million gap, our overview of the county’s overall budget challenges 

suggests that it would be difficult for the county to accommodate its share without driving up 

annual debt service costs to potentially unacceptable levels.  
 

 Operating needs for the major county-owned arts and cultural facilities and parks generally are 

less acute than capital needs. Assuming that the county meets it new multi-year funding obligations 

to the Milwaukee Public Museum and War Memorial/Art Museum – and that the Marcus Center for 

the Performing Arts continues its operating budget stability – the need for additional county funds 

to support those entities no longer is pressing. While that is not the case for the parks and zoo – 

which we find would collectively benefit from at least $5.6 million annually in additional county 

support – even for those entities, capital needs appear to be more urgent. In addition, for many of 

the institutions, capital needs are directly tied to the sustainability of business models. This finding 

suggests that contrary to the previous focus by policymakers and advocates on dedicated operating 

support, discussions about enhanced public funding for the county-owned entities should focus first 

on the capital side of the budget ledger.    
 

 Five of the six privately-owned arts and cultural organizations we analyzed are in sound financial 

operating condition, though each would benefit from enhanced endowments or reserves to help 

them withstand cyclical swings in earned revenue and pay for preventive maintenance and minor 

facility needs. This finding suggests that if there is interest in including privately-owned arts and 

culture organizations in a new dedicated public funding source, then a short-term and time-limited 

source of support might be most appropriate, as opposed to an ongoing source of public support. 

For example, a competitive grant process could be used to offer organizations with viable long-term 

business models an opportunity to build capacity to withstand revenue volatility and bring buildings 

into a solid state of repair. 
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 The privately-owned organizations generally have been successful in securing partnerships and 

philanthropic support to advance major capital projects, but the private fundraising acumen of 

those organizations will be tested in the future. On the whole, the privately-owned organizations 

have been able to rely on private funders for major facility repair and replacement projects, as well 

as new buildings and other transformational capital improvements. Three of the six privately-owned 

organizations now are contemplating ambitious new capital improvement projects, however, which 

not only may compete against one another, but which also may need to compete with private 

fundraising to support major capital initiatives at the county-owned public museum, zoo, and War 

Memorial Center/Milwaukee Art Museum.  
 

 While most of the county- and privately-owned arts and cultural institutions and parks have some 

form of pressing capital need, there is wide divergence in terms of their need for basic repairs and 

replacement versus new improvements. Of the $310 million in capital needs identified for the 

public and private arts, cultural, and parks facilities analyzed in this report, $113 million fall under 

the category of basic repair and replacement, while $197 million would be spent on new facilities or 

major improvements. This is an important distinction that will need to be considered in any 

discussion of dedicated funding sources, as funding models geared exclusively toward one of these 

sets of needs may not effectively address the overall problem, and may not reflect the important 

linkage for individual entities between specific capital investments and operating budget stability. 
 

 The BMO Harris Bradley Center and Wisconsin Center District have experienced severe operating 

budget challenges during the past five years, and the long-term stability of each may be tied to 

substantial new capital investment. The problem is particularly acute for the BMO Harris Bradley 

Center, which has an unsustainable business model, lacks options to supplement earned revenue, 

and faces the prospect of losing its largest tenant (the Milwaukee Bucks) after 2017. While that does 

not necessarily suggest that a major renovation or new arena must be pursued, our analysis 

indicates that should the Bucks leave, the center itself would face an uncertain financial future.  

Given that the facility is owned by a state-created entity and has substantial near-term repair and 

maintenance needs, there is an immediate public interest in deliberatively contemplating its future. 

 

Early next year, the Forum will release a companion report that will move beyond defining the needs of 

our regional cultural and entertainment assets to considering possible alternative approaches for 

meeting those needs. The report will analyze five metro areas across the country that have 

implemented dedicated funding sources for cultural, recreational, and entertainment facilities, and that 

have grappled with several of the same issues that would need to be addressed in considering such an 

approach in Greater Milwaukee. A summary of those five metro areas and the mechanics of their 

dedicated funding approaches is provided at the end of this section. 

 

The companion report also will model four broad options for creating new dedicated public funding 

sources to support arts, cultural, recreational, and entertainment facilities in Milwaukee County. This 

modeling will provide perspective on the amount of public funding that may be required to address 

different goals, and shed light on how funding needs would translate into specific revenue proposals. In 
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addition, the models will provide insight into important nuances that have received little public 

consideration to date, including whether the dedicated funds should address operating versus capital 

needs; whether they should address a handful of major projects versus broad operational or capital 

support; how eligibility for the new funding source should be determined; and whether the new funding 

source should be time-limited or ongoing.  

 

Overall, there is little question from this portion of our research that Milwaukee County’s public and 

private arts, cultural, recreational, and entertainment facilities have substantial facility needs and face 

significant operational challenges, both of which are highly influenced by the inadequacy or volatility of 

crucial revenue sources. Consequently, there also is little question that new or enhanced dedicated 

public funding would be helpful – and in some cases imperative – in addressing those issues. 

 

Whether the needs and challenges facing these institutions rise above those facing other important 

community assets – such as our schools, transportation systems, and law enforcement agencies – is a 

subjective question that is beyond the scope of our assessment to answer. Indeed, the totality of capital 

needs identified in this report is daunting (see summary of major improvement projects on the following   

page) and must be considered in conjunction with infrastructure challenges facing municipalities, 

counties, school districts, and sewerage districts. Nor can this assessment answer, for that matter, the 

question of whether all taxpayers in the county or region should be asked to pitch in to support a broad 

spectrum of arts, cultural, recreational, and entertainment assets that hold different value for different 

citizens. 

 

Our findings do suggest, however, that if Milwaukee is interested in building upon the acclaim it has 

received from national travel publications as a city “that strikes the right balance between big city verve 

and small town friendliness,” then additional public investment in its existing array of arts, cultural, and 

entertainment venues likely will be required. In our follow-up report, we will consider several 

approaches for defining and generating that investment in an effort to ensure that the debate about 

additional public funding is tied to consideration of strategies that will equitably and effectively meet 

the identified needs.      
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Summary of potential major capital projects, 2013-2017 

  
• Expansion ($300 million)

• New arena ($400 million)

• Expansion ($15 million)

• Building Foundation Repair ($1.5 million)

• Harmony Initiative ($40 million)

• Water-focused laboratory space ($400,000)

• Refreshing existing exhibits ($3 million)

• South Shore marina reconstruct ($4.4 million)

• New softball & baseball complexes ($4.4 million)

• New South Side Aquatics Center ($10.0 million)

• Auxiliary parking lot ($9.0 million)

• New Underwater Hippo exhibit ($9.6 million)

• New African Plains exhibit ($12.6 million)

• New Sea Lion exhibit ($16.3 million)

• Enclose the Kahler Sculpture Court ($1.0 million)

• Veterans Courtyard ($1.2 million)

• New Lake (East) Atrium ($4.1 million)

• Re-install art collections ($5.3 million)

• Vogel Hall renovation ($2.0 million)

• Expanded parking structure ($25.0 million)

• New  formation of Civilization exhibit ($1.5 million)

• New Connecting Kids to Science exhibit ($2.5 million)

• New entrance, bus turnaround, & 1st floor reno ($10.0 million)

Milwaukee County-owned arts, cultural, and recreational entities

Marcus Center for the 
Performing Arts

Milwaukee County Zoo

War Memorial/Milwaukee Art Museum

Milwaukee County Parks

Wisconsin Center

Milwaukee Repertory Theater

Milwaukee Youth Arts Center

Discovery World

BMO Harris Bradley Center

Milwaukee Ballet

Milwaukee Public Museum

Privately-owned arts and cultural entities

Major sports and convention facilities
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Summary of arts/culture/entertainment dedicated public funding models in five metro areas  
Geographic 

scope 
Revenue 
source 

Local 
approval 

Term Amount distributed/Allocation method 

     

Oklahoma 
City 

1-cent sales 
tax, levied by 

city 

Voter 
referendum 

Temporary; 
term varies  

4 sequential project packages 
- MAPS (1993): $363 million over 5 years - 9 projects 

(downtown development)  
- MAPS for Kids (2001): $514 million (plus $180 million 

bond issue) over 7 years (area schools) 
- Big League City (2008): $105.2 million over 15 months 

(NBA arena) 
- MAPS 3 (2009): $777 million over ~8 years - 8 projects 

(downtown development) 
          

Allegheny 
County 

(Pittsburgh 
area) 

Half of a 1-cent 
sales and use 
tax, levied by 

county  
 

(other half goes 
to county and 
municipalities 
for property 

tax relief) 

County 
Council 

ordinance 
Indefinite 

$89.7 million in 2013 to 88 assets 
- 95.6% operating, 4.4% capital 

 
3 funding commitment categories 
- 9 “contractual” assets: 72% of funding, 10 years 

guaranteed 
- 1 multi-year asset: 16% of funding (to retire sports 

facility debt) 
- 78 annual assets (2013): 12% of funding, annual 

competitive grants 
 
Distribution of funds by type of asset: 
- 31% libraries; 30% parks; 16% sports/convention 

facilities; 9% regional facilities (zoo, aviary, botanical 
gardens); 11% arts and cultural; 3% transit 

          

Denver  
7-county 

region  

1/10 of 1-cent 
sales tax, levied 

by district 

Voter 
referendum 

Temporary; 
renewed 

twice; 
sunsets in 

2018, 
renewable 

$45.6 million in 2012 to 284 organizations 
 
3 funding tiers (by statute): 
- Tier I: 5 major institutions with set percentages (65.5% of 

funds) 
- Tier II: Formula-based funding (21% of funds to 26 

organizations) 
- Tier III: Competitive grants (13.5% of funds to 253 

organizations) 
          

Cuyahoga 
County 

(Cleveland 
area) 

30 cents per 
pack of 

cigarettes, 
levied by 
county 

Voter 
referendum 

Temporary,  
10 years; will 

expire in 
2017; not 
renewable 

$15.3 million in 2013 to 175 organizations in 2 grant 
programs: 
- General operating support grants: $13.7 million to 57 

organizations (2-year grants) 
- Project support grants (2 tiers, 1 year, 1:1 match): $1.6 

million to 118 orgs 
          

St. Louis City 
 & St. Louis 

County 

Property tax - 
26.8 cents per 
$100 assessed 

value; levied by 
district 

Voter 
referendum 

Indefinite 

$74 million in 2012 to 5 subdistricts: 
- St. Louis Zoo: 7.69 tax rate raises ~$21 million/year 

(28.6%) 
- St. Louis Art Museum: 7.69 tax rate raises ~ 

$21 million/year (28.6%) 
- St. Louis Science Center: 3.82 tax rate raises ~ 

$10 million/year (14.3%) 
- Missouri Botanical Garden: 3.82 tax rate raises ~ 

$10 million/year (14.3%) 
- Missouri History Museum: 3.82 tax rate raises ~ 

$10 million/year (14.3%) 

 


