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Public Safety Spending Up for Cities, Villages in 2020, While Other Spending Decreased 
Updated DataTool also shows city, village fund balances increased in 2020 despite the pandemic 

 

Wisconsin cities and villages increased spending on police, fire, and EMS services in 2020 while 

reducing other expenditures, according to findings of the Wisconsin Policy Forum’s newly updated 

Municipal DataTool. 

 

At the same time, overall city and village fund balances increased in 2020 in spite of initial concerns 

about the pandemic would affect their fiscal health. Their property tax levies increased slightly less 

than inflation, while their property tax rates continued a long-term decline. 

 

These are among the key findings from the Forum’s latest annual update to its interactive Municipal 

DataTool, which provides data on all 602 cities and villages in Wisconsin -- from the village of Big 

Falls (population 60) to the city of Milwaukee.  

 

The data used in this year’s Municipal DataTool come from reports compiled by the Wisconsin 

Department of Revenue for 2020 and 2021. It is grouped into the following areas: property taxes, 

spending, debt, fund balances, shared revenue (a key form of state aid) and property values, and 

income and population. The latest eight years of data are provided, enabling users to see trends over 

time.  

 

For each subject, users may choose data from as many as 10 municipalities to compare, as well as 

compare across all municipalities in a county. The tool also includes a “Key Findings” section that 

summarizes major statewide trends. 

 

Municipal spending slowdown, but not for public safety 

 

The data show Wisconsin city and villages collectively reacted to the onset of the COVID-19 

pandemic by slowing their overall spending, as expenditures on administration, general operations, 

and street maintenance were reduced. 

 

But perhaps reflecting the pressures on local governments to meet public safety needs during a 

turbulent year, this was not the case for public safety services. Fire and ambulance spending grew by 

5.1% across all municipalities, a larger increase than most of the previous eight years, and most 

municipalities increased their spending in this category.  

 

This might be explained at least in part by the pandemic, as some fire and EMS agencies may have 

seen increased call volumes and many incurred additional costs for personal protective equipment. 

The Forum also has documented a broader set of longstanding challenges for local fire and EMS 
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agencies, many of which are struggling to maintain their existing staffing models as call volumes rise 

and rosters of part-time or volunteer staff decline. 

 

Police spending – by far the largest of these categories in total – increased 1.6%, slightly outpacing 

inflation in 2020 (1.2%). Seven of the 10 largest cities increased spending on police (Kenosha stood 

out with a 12% increase). Still, 178 of the 498 communities that spent on police decreased their 

spending in 2020. 

 

Other key findings included: 

 

 Collections from property taxes, the largest revenue source for most Wisconsin cities and 

villages, increased for all municipalities by $20 per capita to $649 per resident on December 

2021 bills. This is a 3.2% increase from 2020, but still below the 2021 rate of inflation 

(+4.7%). Of the 10 largest cities, all but Racine posted increases in property tax revenues -- 

reflecting the relative stability of property tax collections even amid economic challenges. 

 Individual municipalities varied widely in their year-to-year change in property tax collections. 

While the average municipality saw a 3.2% increase in property tax revenues per capita, the 

median municipality reported just a 0.9% increase – below the rate of inflation. Overall, 193 

of 601 municipalities decreased their per capita property tax collections, and 283 more had 

increases that lagged the rate of inflation. 

 Despite the increase in overall tax collections, municipalities have consistently decreased 

their property tax rates over the past five years. In 2021, the average property tax rate for all 

municipalities decreased by 3.7%, the largest year-over-year decline in at least the past eight 

years. In all, 461 of the 601 municipalities in Wisconsin decreased their rates, while 135 

increased them. This divergence between taxes collected and rates is largely explained by 

rapidly rising property values in the state. 

 Many cities and villages managed to keep their finances relatively stable during the first year 

of the pandemic and some even generated sizable positive fund balances. Overall, municipal 

fund balances jumped from $795 per capita at the end of 2019 to $860 at the close of 

2020 – an 8.2% increase, contrasting with the 3.7% decrease in 2019. While not all 

municipalities saw increases – and a municipality’s fund balance should not be seen as cash 

on hand, but rather its assets minus its liabilities on a given date -- the trend was 

encouraging overall. 

 Wisconsin residents reported a slowdown in income growth in 2020 on their tax returns, 

which reflects both the economic impacts of the pandemic and the fact that income from 

some federal pandemic relief payments was not subject to income taxes. 

 

This is the fourth edition of the Municipal DataTool. It is a digital version of the former 

MunicipalFacts, which was published annually by one of the Forum’s predecessor organizations, the 

Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance. 

 

The Municipal DataTool reinforces the Forum’s role as the go-to source for interactive data on local 

and state policy issues in Wisconsin. Earlier this summer, the Forum released its newly updated 

School DataTool, and soon it plans to publish the latest edition of its Property Values and Taxes 

DataTool, which features data for Wisconsin’s 72 counties and 1,852 cities, villages, and towns. 

 

Click here to access the 2022 Municipal DataTool. 

 

The Wisconsin Policy Forum is the state’s leading source of nonpartisan, independent research on 

state and local public policy. As a nonprofit, our research is supported by members including 

hundreds of corporations, nonprofits, local governments, school districts, and individuals. Visit 

wispolicyforum.org to learn more. 
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