


About the Public Policy Forum 

  
The Milwaukee-based Public Policy Forum, established in 1913 as a local government watchdog, is a 

nonpartisan, nonprofit organization dedicated to enhancing the effectiveness of government and the 

development of Southeastern Wisconsin through objective research of regional public policy issues.  

  

  

Preface and Acknowledgments 

  

This report is intended to provide citizens and policymakers with an independent, comprehensive, 

and objective analysis of the Mayor’s proposed City of Milwaukee budget. We hope that policymakers 

and community leaders will use the report’s findings to inform discussions during upcoming budget 

deliberations. 

Report authors would like to thank Milwaukee fiscal officials and staff – including the Budget 

Director and his staff – for their assistance in providing information on the City’s finances. 

The report cover was designed by Alex Ragusin, Ragusin Graphic Design. 

Finally, we wish to thank the Northwestern Mutual Foundation for generously supporting our local 

government finance research. 

 

  

 



 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Budget Brief:  
2017 Proposed  

City of Milwaukee Budget  
   

 

 
 

October 2016 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Study authors: 
 

Ben Juarez, Researcher 

Rob Henken, President 

 

  



 

 Page 2 

Table of Contents 

Table of Contents ......................................................................................................................................... 2 

Introduction .................................................................................................................................................. 3 

2017 Proposed Budget Overview ............................................................................................................... 4 

General City Purpose Expenditures ........................................................................................................ 4 

General City Purpose Revenues .............................................................................................................. 6 

Six Keys to Understanding the 2017 Budget ............................................................................................. 9 

Key #1: Flat intergovernmental revenues again drive increases in property taxes  

and charges for services ......................................................................................................................... 9 

Key #2: Health care savings again provide budgetary relief .............................................................. 11 

Key #3: Public safety continues to be the beneficiary of much of the City's  

additional spending capacity ............................................................................................................... 12 

Key #4: Levy-supported debt service continues its ascent ................................................................ 13 

Key #5: Capital funding for streets and bridges remains a priority ................................................... 15 

Key #6: Investments in Milwaukee neighborhoods grow ................................................................... 16 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................................. 18 

 

  



 

 Page 3 

Introduction 

Making Ends Meet,1 the Public Policy Forum’s September 2016 assessment of the City of 

Milwaukee’s fiscal condition, found that the City’s finances have improved significantly since we last 

conducted a similar analysis in 2009. Yet, despite that conclusion, we also warned that the City’s 

ongoing and future financial health was threatened by two “glaring red lights.”  

The first was the City’s over-reliance on intergovernmental revenue, which had been flat for two 

decades, leaving City leaders with little choice but to lean heavily on property taxes and charges for 

services to generate inflationary revenue growth; and the second was the City’s need to devote the 

vast majority of its increased annual spending capacity to maintaining staffing and service levels at 

the Milwaukee Police Department (MPD), thus precluding any ability to invest more heavily in other 

areas of need or to increase MPD staffing and services. 

The Mayor’s 2017 proposed budget directly reflects the challenges posed by those two “red lights.” 

With intergovernmental revenue up by only 0.9%, the budget uses a 2.75% property tax increase – 

the largest in seven years – to generate an extra $7 million to help balance the budget. Meanwhile, 

MPD receives a $25 million expenditure increase – which is linked in part to retroactive salary 

increases tied to new labor agreements – but which nonetheless chews up most new expenditure 

capacity while providing no increase in police staffing. 

Other concerning trends revealed in our September report also continue. For example, the City’s 

draw from its Tax Stabilization Fund increases by $6.2 million. While justifiable given the fund’s 

healthy balance, a withdrawal of this size may deepen future budgetary challenges because similar-

sized withdrawals may not be possible in the future. In addition, the budget would boost levy-

supported debt service, which is necessary to address the City’s vast infrastructure needs, but which 

similarly raises warning flags because of other demands on the City’s limited property tax revenue. 

These concerning elements merit emphasis because they again exemplify the precarious nature of 

the City’s finances and the restrictions of its State-imposed revenue structure. That should not imply, 

however, that this budget is not fiscally sound or that it is overly problematic. On the contrary, it 

meets the crucial test of preserving existing service levels while only modestly impacting taxpayers. It 

also finds the capacity – using mostly outside grant funds – to invest in a few key priorities, such as 

the Strong Neighborhoods Plan, Office of Violence Prevention, and replacement of lead water lines. 

Overall, the proposed budget again would allow the City to get through another year with no erosion 

of key services, no unreasonable imposition on taxpayers or employees, and no backtracking from 

the responsible financial practices that have marked previous budgets. Yet, once again, it largely 

lacks the types of comprehensive new investments to respond to the City’s economic and societal 

challenges that City leaders arguably would be proposing if they possessed sufficient resources. 

In the pages that follow, we provide additional detail on these and other important elements of the 

2017 proposed budget, including discussion of six keys to understanding the budget. Our intent is to 

promote more informed discussion and debate as budget deliberations continue. 

                                                      
1 The report can be accessed at http://www.publicpolicyforum.org/research/city-milwaukee%E2%80%99s-

fiscal-condition-making-ends-meet. 

http://www.publicpolicyforum.org/research/city-milwaukee%E2%80%99s-fiscal-condition-making-ends-meet
http://www.publicpolicyforum.org/research/city-milwaukee%E2%80%99s-fiscal-condition-making-ends-meet
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2017 Proposed Budget Overview 

The City of Milwaukee’s 2017 proposed budget totals $1.5 billion, which is a decrease of about 

$19.7 million (1.3%) compared to the 2016 adopted budget. As shown in Figure 1, of that total, $1.2 

billion is supported by a variety of funding sources, including the property tax levy; that part of the 

budget generally is thought of as the portion of the budget that is directly controlled by the Mayor 

and Common Council. The remaining $352.5 million is housed in special revenue funds that contain 

dedicated fees or other revenues to support specific functions, such as water works, sewer, and 

parking services. In this budget brief, we focus primarily on items related to the $1.2 billion portion 

of the budget that includes support from the property tax levy, with specific emphasis on the general 

city purposes budget, which totals $632 million. 

Figure 1: Summary of 2017 Proposed Budget (in Millions) 

 
Source: City of Milwaukee 2017 Proposed Budget 

 

General City Purpose Expenditures 

The general city purposes budget encompasses the services most citizens think about when they 

consider the activities of their municipal government – e.g. police, fire, public works, etc. The 

proposed budget would increase general city purpose expenditures by $16.5 million (2.7%) in 2017, 

from $615.5 million to $632 million. 
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Chart 1 compares proposed 2017 spending in general city purpose expenditure categories with the 

2016 adopted budget.2 The breakdown shows that the bulk of the general city purposes budget is 

comprised of personnel expenses, such as salaries/wages and health care. The proposed budget 

contains a $13 million (3.4%) increase in salaries and wages, while employee health care costs are 

budgeted to decrease by $1.4 million (1.2%) in 2017.  

Chart 1: General city purpose expenditures by expenditure category, 2016 vs. 2017 proposed 

 
Source: City of Milwaukee 2017 Proposed Budget 

 

As we will discuss in detail later in this report, the bulk of the increase in salaries and wages is 

attributed to the need to accommodate new multi-year labor agreements reached with the Police 

and Fire unions in 2016. The impact of those agreements also is demonstrated in Chart 2, which 

breaks down general city purpose expenditures among the seven largest City departments, and 

which shows that the Police and Fire departments receive substantial increases, while most other 

major departments are relatively flat. 

  

                                                      
2 The totals in these categories do not add up to the overall general city purpose expenditure amounts in the 

2016 and 2017 budgets because we include only employee health care costs, as opposed to all fringe 

benefits (including pension costs) allocated to general city departments. We do so because there is a fringe 

benefit offset in the general city purposes budget that accounts for the fact that fringe benefits are allocated to 

departments for informational purposes but also are included in separate accounts elsewhere in the budget. It 

would be confusing to visually depict that offset in the chart, so we include only health care expenditures.   
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Chart 2: General city purpose expenditures by major department, 2016 vs. 2017 proposed 

 
Source: City of Milwaukee 2017 Proposed Budget 

 

While the general city purposes budget would increase by $16.5 million in the proposed budget, 

expenditures in the Employees' Retirement Fund would decrease by $12.4 million. This dynamic 

largely results from the fact that while the new labor agreements for Police and Fire require 

substantial increased spending on salaries and wages, they also require union members to 

contribute, for the first time, to their pensions. Those contributions will reduce net expenditures in 

the Employees' Retirement Fund by about $14 million in 2017 according to the budget document.   

General City Purpose Revenues 

In Chart 3, we break down the major revenue categories in the general city purposes budget and 
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Chart 3: General city purpose revenues, 2016 vs. 2017 proposed 

 
Source: City of Milwaukee 2017 Proposed Budget 

 

Intergovernmental revenue comprises the largest portion of the City's general revenue budget at 

$265 million and would increase by $2.4 million (0.9%) in the proposed budget. Most of the increase 

($1.6 million) is attributed to a boost in computer exemption aid. State shared revenue – which 

accounts for the largest portion of intergovernmental revenue at $219 million – would increase by 

$46,000.  

The next largest source of general city purpose revenue is the property tax at $114.5 million, which 
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Table 1: Major property-related service charges in 2017 proposed budget 

Charge for Service Rate Increase Cost Increase for Average Home 

Solid waste fee 3% $196.92 to $202.84 per year 

Stormwater fee 5% $76.88 to $80.72 per year 

Snow and ice removal fee 3% $36.62 to $37.72 per year 
Sources: City of Milwaukee 2017 Proposed Budget, City of Milwaukee Office of Budget and Management 

 

A final revenue item that merits attention is the proposed transfer from the City's Tax Stabilization 

Fund (TSF), which is a reserve fund used by the City to reduce annual fluctuations in its property tax 

levy. The TSF transfer would increase in the proposed budget by $6.2 million (29%), from $21.1 

million to $27.3 million.3 As shown in Chart 4, this would be the largest TSF transfer since 2008. 

Chart 4: Tax Stabilization Fund transfers, 2007 to 2017 

 
Source: City of Milwaukee budget documents 

 

The increased transfer is justified by the TSF's healthy annual replenishment in recent years, 

resulting mainly from larger-than-anticipated health care surpluses. In fact, the TSF had a balance of 

$61.7 million at the beginning of this year, which compares to $48.7 million five years ago. The 

larger TSF transfer also is balanced by a decision not to make a withdrawal from the Employer’s 

Pension Reserve in 2017, which preserves that reserve – established as a hedge against 

unanticipated increases in the City's employer pension fund contribution – for use in future budgets 

when that contribution is expected to increase. Nevertheless, it should be noted that a TSF transfer 

of this magnitude (44% of the fund balance) is rather high and is unlikely to be replicated in 2018.    

                                                      
3 The $27.3 million figure is different from the $28.4 million indicated in the proposed budget because the 

proposed budget reflects an extra $1.1 million as a temporary withdrawal that would be reversed once the 

Common Council adopts pending fee increases. 
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Six Keys to Understanding the 2017 Budget 

Key #1: Flat intergovernmental revenues again drive increases in 

property taxes and charges for services 

As noted in past Forum reports, the City's revenue structure as established by the State of Wisconsin 

requires substantial reliance on intergovernmental revenues (the bulk of which come from the State 

Shared Revenue program). Unfortunately, that funding source has been flat for years. Meanwhile, 

the State allows the City to pursue only limited local revenue options, which means there is 

considerable annual pressure to increase the two largest – property taxes and charges for services – 

as a means of providing growth in overall revenues. 

Chart 5 illustrates how this scenario has played out over the past decade. As noted above, the 2017 

proposed budget contains a $7 million property tax levy increase and a $1.2 million increase in 

charges for services (we include the recycling contract noted above as a charge for service for 

purposes of consistency in our trend analysis). If the proposed budget is adopted, then charges for 

services will have increased by $48.6 million since 2007, while the property tax levy will have 

increased by $36.3 million.     

Chart 5: Property taxes and charges for service, 2007-17 (in millions) 

 
Source: City of Milwaukee budget documents 

 

These numbers should not be construed to mean that local taxes and fees in Milwaukee are 

unusually high. On the contrary, according to the City Comptroller’s 2015 Comparative Revenue and 

Expenditure Report, Milwaukee ranks lowest (by far) among nine peer cities in local taxes collected 

on a per capita basis, as shown in Chart 6; and in the middle when it comes to charges for services, 

as shown in Chart 7. The low per-capita tax ranking reflects the fact that Milwaukee lacks local sales 

or income tax options, which are common revenue mechanisms in other major cities. 

$0

$50

$100

$150

$200

$250

$300

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

M
ill

io
n

s 

Tax levy Charges for Service



 

 Page 10 

Chart 6: Per capita local taxes, Milwaukee vs. peer cities (2014)  

 
Source: City of Milwaukee Office of the Comptroller Comparative 2015 Revenue and Expenditure Report 

 

Chart 7: Per capita charges for services, Milwaukee vs. peer cities (2014)  

 
Source: City of Milwaukee Office of the Comptroller Comparative 2015 Revenue and Expenditure Report 

 

Overall, the property tax and fee increases proposed for 2017 should not be seen as unreasonable, 

as the City must seek increases in these revenue sources if it wishes to see any inflationary growth in 

its overall revenues. However, the proposed property tax levy increase would be the largest since a 

$9.8 million increase in 2010, and that trend may need to continue given that service charges have 

increased far more substantially on a percentage basis over the last decade, and that State Shared 

Revenues are expected to remain flat. 
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Key #2: Health care savings again provide budgetary relief 

As we discussed in detail in Making Ends Meet, health care savings were the key to budget solvency 

for the City from 2011 through 2016. Chart 8 shows that in the five years prior to 2011, City leaders 

were required to accommodate significant year-to-year increases in health care spending. However, 

a series of changes to the City's employee/retiree health care structure and benefits adopted in 

2011 and 2014 allowed the City not only to avoid budgeting for annual increases, but also produced 

substantial budgetary savings in most years that could be used to address other needs. These 

savings were particularly critical to the City's ability to accommodate a sharp spike in its annual 

employer pension contribution, which increased from zero to $59.3 million in 2013. The proposed 

contribution is $61 million for 2017, an increase of $1 million from 2016. 

Chart 8: Budgeted employee health care expenditures, 2007-2017 (in millions) 

Source: City of Milwaukee budget documents 

 

In the 2017 proposed budget, health care spending again is reduced – from $115.5 million to $114 

million – largely because of the ability to carry over savings from 2016. This eliminates the need to 

accommodate what is typically one of the City's foremost cost pressures for another year, and it also 

frees up $1.5 million for other purposes. 

While this is good news again for 2017, it is important to recognize that health care expenditures 

likely will need to increase again in 2018 barring another set of changes to the benefit structure or 

increased employee cost sharing. Budget officials hope annual increases can be limited to 2-3% per 

year, but even that accomplishment would require the City to identify $2 to $3.5 million per year 

from its challenged revenue streams to meet that need. 
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Key #3: Public safety continues to be the beneficiary of much of the 

City's additional spending capacity 

In 2015, the City entered into labor negotiations with the Milwaukee Police Association and the 

Milwaukee Police Supervisors’ Organization, as well as the Milwaukee Professional Firefighters’ 

Association, Local 215. Those negotiations were concluded in 2016, which means that agreed-upon 

retroactive and 2017 salary increases must be accommodated in the 2017 budget. 

Police and Fire expenditures would increase in 2017 by $35.2 million over the 2016 adopted 

budget, with $31.8 million of that amount allocated to salaries and wages. The Milwaukee Police 

Department's share is $25 million, while the Milwaukee Fire Department would receive an extra 

$10.2 million. 

It is important to note that in anticipation of labor settlements, previous budgets included substantial 

appropriations in a Wages Supplemental Fund. That fund is decreased by $17.6 million in the 

proposed budget, which offsets more than half of the increase in salaries and wages in the Police 

and Fire budgets. This explains why the overall $13 million increase in salary and wages in the 

proposed budget that we cited earlier is only a fraction of the $32 million increase observed in the 

Police and Fire budgets. 

The increase in Police and Fire salaries also must be understood in the context of pension 

contributions. In addition to providing salary increases, the labor settlements require Police and Fire 

union members – for the first time – to pay the employee share of the City's pension contribution. In 

the 2017 proposed budget, the amount of property tax levy allocated to the Employees' Retirement 

Fund decreases by $3.6 million, in part because of offsetting pension contributions from Police and 

Fire union members.  

Still, even with these caveats in mind, the proposed increase in the Milwaukee Police Department 

budget, in particular, accounts for a substantial share of the additional expenditures proposed for 

the general city purposes budget. In addition to receiving $23 million more for salaries, MPD would 

receive an additional $978,000 for fringe benefits, $611,000 more for equipment, and $358,000 

more for general operations. These are not extravagant increases, but as we discussed in detail in 

Making Ends Meet, using most of the growth in the City's annual general purpose expenditure 

capacity to meet MPD's cost-to-continue needs is a long-term trend that ultimately could impact 

service levels in other City departments, particularly as health care savings disappear.  

It is also important to note that the Police Department’s sizable expenditure increase in the 2017 

proposed budget provides no increase in sworn police strength, but simply allows MPD to maintain 

the same number of sworn positions. Indeed, given the sheer size of MPD's salaries and wages 

budget – which, as shown in Chart 9, is double the size of the next six largest departments – simply 

providing negotiated annual salary increases is a difficult task in light of the City's constrained 

revenue budget. 
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Chart 9: 2017 proposed salaries and wages expenditures for seven largest general city purpose 

departments (in millions)  

 
Source: City of Milwaukee 2017 Proposed Budget 

 

Key #4: Levy-supported debt service continues its ascent 

A major long-term fiscal concern for the City is its ability to issue bonds to appropriately meet the 

repair and replacement needs of its aging infrastructure without saddling itself with too much 

property tax levy-supported debt service that will crowd out operating needs. That concern intensifies 

in the proposed budget, as levy-supported debt service (i.e. the amount of property tax levy 

dedicated to principal and interest payments on outstanding bonds) grows by $4.1 million to $65.3 

million, which is a quarter of the proposed levy of $263.8 million. This increase comes after a $3.4 

million increase in levy-supported debt service in 2016. 

Whether this amount is too high is not an easy question to answer. According to the International 

City/County Management Association (ICMA), tax levy-backed debt service ideally should not exceed 

10% of operating revenues to ensure that other departmental expenditures are minimally impacted. 

In the proposed budget, levy-supported debt service would comprise 10.3% of total operating 

revenues, which would not appear overly problematic per the ICMA standard. In addition, as shown 

in Chart 10, the City's percentage in 2017 actually would be lower than it has been historically, 

despite the bump up in 2016 and in the proposed budget. 

  

$191.2 

$75.7 

$54.6 

$12.7 $11.7 $7.7 $6.6 

Police Dept. Fire Dept. Dept. of Public
Works

Library Neighborhood
Services

Health Dept. Dept. of
Administration



 

 Page 14 

Chart 10: Levy-supported debt as a percentage of operating revenues, 2007-2017 

 
Source: City of Milwaukee budget documents 

 

However, as we point out in Making Ends Meet, debt affordability also must be judged in the context 

of a local government's specific fiscal circumstances. For Milwaukee, that means that levy-supported 

debt ideally should not grow significantly from budget to budget because of the competing 

expenditure needs and revenue challenges discussed above. This principle is reflected in a policy 

goal established by budget officials that stipulates that the issuance of new levy-supported debt in a 

given year should not exceed the amount of levy-supported debt retired in that year.  
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required for debt service, but that still has not stopped the net amount from growing by $7.5 million 
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$500,000 from 2016) and $8.5 million would be transferred from the debt service fund (the same 

as 2016). 

Overall, the proposed budget is able to accommodate the increase in levy-supported debt service 

without impacting other City services, and the reserve withdrawals do not appear excessive (though 

it is possible that debt service fund withdrawals will need to decrease in future years because of the 

unpredictable nature of the fund). Also, the budget reverses the trend of rising levy-supported capital 

borrowing by lowering the amount in the proposed budget by $4 million to $89.9 million. 
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Still, this is a situation that will require careful monitoring. The City's capital spending needs are not 

diminishing – as shown by the fact that the proposed $89.9 million of levy-supported debt to be 

issued in 2017, while lower than this year, still would greatly exceed the ideal level of $75 million 

cited in the budget. If levy-supported debt issuances cannot be brought down to that level in the 

relatively near-term future, then debt service likely will begin to crowd out departmental needs.  

Key #5: Capital funding for streets and bridges remains a priority 

The Forum's September 2016 report – A Fork in the Road?4 – documented the City’s transportation 

infrastructure condition and needs, focusing on streets and bridges. We found that 24% of the City's 

streets are rated in poor condition and that 15% of its bridges have deficiencies, which in both cases 

signal that expensive rehabilitation likely will be needed in the near future.  

This by no means is cause for panic and, in fact, likely represents significant improvement from six or 

seven years ago. Nevertheless, we noted that in light of the City's policy goal to limit the issuance of 

new levy-supported debt (described above), its efforts to "secure the average of $76 million annually 

that has been projected as necessary to support street and bridge capital needs" would be a 

substantial challenge. 

The 2017 proposed budget largely meets that challenge, increasing capital spending on streets and 

bridges by $9.4 million to $83.5 million, as shown in Chart 11.5 The bridge program receives an 

additional $11.3 million, which fulfills a promise in the 2016 budget to boost funding for bridges 

after the City Hall repair project necessitated a cut in that area in 2016. Funding for streets declines 

by $1.9 million, but that reduction is explained by the fact that unused street funds from 2016 are 

available for carryover in 2017. 

Chart 11: Capital funding for streets and bridges, 2013-2017 

 
Source: City of Milwaukee budget documents 

                                                      
4 The report can be accessed at http://www.publicpolicyforum.org/research/fork-road-outlook-transportation-

infrastructure-city-and-county-milwaukee. 
5 We use a five-year trend analysis in this chart instead of the 10-year analysis used for most other charts in 

this report because the availability of federal stimulus funds in 2011 and 2012 skews a lengthier analysis. 
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When we consider the sources of funding used to support streets and bridges in the proposed 

capital budget, a slightly different picture emerges. The bridge program is boosted by the City's ability 

to secure $9.9 million in outside grants and aids (as compared to $1.1 million in 2016), while City 

streets benefit from $33.8 million in grants and aids (as compared to $30.1 million in 2016). As 

shown in Chart 12, general obligation bonding for streets would decline in 2017 by close to $4 

million, while bonding for bridges would increase by $2.5 million but still would be well below the 

amounts bonded from 2013-2015.  

Chart 12: General obligation bonding for streets and bridges, 2013-2017 

 
Source: City of Milwaukee budget documents 

 

Overall, the proposed budget maintains the City's strong recent commitment to addressing its most 

pressing street and bridge repair and replacement needs. Yet, like other areas of the budget, the 

City's ability to maintain such a commitment going forward may rest upon its ability to secure outside 

resources, as squeezing the desired amount of levy-supported borrowing for streets and bridges into 

the capital budget looks to be an ongoing challenge.  

Key #6: Investments in Milwaukee neighborhoods grow 

The recent unrest in Sherman Park has sparked considerable discussion about whether the City 

needs to invest more in community and workforce development, public safety, or both. While this is a 

necessary and appropriate conversation, the Forum has repeatedly pointed out in previous budget 

briefs – as well as in Making Ends Meet – that the City has little capacity to make new investments 

given its strong fiscal pressures that make it a formidable challenge simply to meet the annual cost-

to-continue needs of departments. 

As discussed above, the Police budget would increase substantially in 2017, though sworn strength 

levels would remain the same. On the community side, the proposed budget does contain several 

new or expanded initiatives, though most involve outside sources of funding in light of limited tax 

levy resources. Those initiatives include the following: 
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 The Children’s Savings Account (CSA) program will be implemented for the 2017-18 school year. 

The plan is to provide MPS kindergarteners a $25 seed deposit to college savings accounts, with 

family contributions receiving an additional match. According to the budget, research has shown 

that such programs increase the likelihood that low-income, first-generation students will attend 

college and graduate on time. The proposed budget contains $50,000 in the Department of 

Administration that the City will use to assist with program implementation and administrative 

costs; philanthropic organizations will be counted on to provide the seed money. 

 

 In 2016, the City's Office of Violence Prevention – housed within the Health Department – 

received a five-year $5 million grant from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration (SAMHSA) for the Resiliency in Communities after Stress and Trauma (ReCast) 

program. In 2017, program implementation will allow the City to expand services to residents 

who have experienced stress after traumatic events in their neighborhoods. Additionally, Crisis 

Response for Trauma Informed Care Counseling (TICC) will be expanding from Police District 7 

into Police District 5. This initiative – which would be accommodated with existing funding 

sources – involves a partnership between the Health Department, MPD, and the County's Mobile 

Urgent Treatment Team (MUTT).  

 

 The Office of Violence Prevention also received a Tides Foundation grant of $180,000 to help 

with youth engagement and violence prevention efforts. The funds will supplement existing City 

and grant support. 

 

 The Strong Neighborhoods Plan (SNP) was initiated in 2014 to deal with the tax foreclosure issue 

in four ways: foreclosure prevention, impact mitigation of foreclosed and blighted properties, 

property and neighborhood revitalization, and renewal of abandoned and vacant spaces. The 

program receives a $3 million increase in the proposed budget to $13.9 million, with $2 million 

attributed to State grants, $200,000 to the federal Community Development Block Grant 

program, and the remaining $800,000 provided in the capital budget . 

 

 The budget places a strong priority on lead issues, with the Milwaukee Water Works allocated 

$2.6 million through the State's Safe Drinking Water Loan Program to initiate replacement of  

lead service lines at approximately 400 daycare centers and schools and to address 300 

properties with service line leaks. A separate appropriation of $1 million will be provided by the 

State for 300 additional service line leaks. In addition, a 36-month Housing and Urban 

Development (HUD) grant is set to begin in 2017 to help the city abate 600 housing units of 

lead, including 60 residential homes in the Southside zip codes of 53204 and 53215.  

These are important initiatives that are directed to priority areas and that hold promise to make a 

difference. However, the City’s ability to pursue these initiatives is predicated largely on its ability to 

secure resources from other levels of government. This demonstrates again that City leaders have 

limited wherewithal to embark on their own upon the types of bold new spending initiatives that 

many feel are needed to address Milwaukee’s most pressing challenges.  
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Conclusion 

In his 2017 budget address, the Mayor acknowledged that Milwaukee “faces big challenges,” yet he 

reminded Common Council members that the City must “tackle these challenges with significant 

limitations.” 

Those limitations are on full display in the 2017 proposed budget. The City’s largest revenue source 

– intergovernmental revenue – increases less than 1%; its largest source of departmental 

expenditures – the Milwaukee Police Department – exhibits escalating cost-to-continue demands; 

and one of its largest long-term liabilities – General Obligation debt – requires more tax levy 

resources. 

Despite those limitations, the proposed budget is able to meet the City's most pressing financial 

needs, including increased salaries and wages for Police and Fire department union members 

produced by new labor agreements, a $4.1 million spike in levy-supported debt service, and 

continued financing of the City Hall repair project. It also is able to use grant funds to enhance 

spending on a variety of initiatives related to the City's "big" challenges, ranging from violence 

prevention to lead water line remediation to foreclosures.  

Once again, the Mayor and his budget team have found ways to overcome their revenue challenges 

and piece together a solid budget that maintains service levels and makes reasonable demands on 

local taxpayers. And, once again, we are prompted to ask how much longer this can continue.  

With health care costs poised to rise and TSF withdrawals poised to diminish, two of the primary 

tools used in 2017 to provide resources for expenditure demands may be exhausted. Meanwhile, 

the City's employer contribution to its pension fund will be "re-set" in 2018, which may create a 

substantial added demand for expenditures if the fund's interest rate assumption is lowered. 

These factors by no means portend a fiscal "crisis" looming for 2018, but they do suggest that the 

City's ability to address the needs of MPD and its aging infrastructure without negatively impacting 

service levels in other departments is growing short. City leaders should take comfort in the fact that 

the 2017 budget requires few difficult choices, but they should prepare for much stormier weather 

ahead.   


