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Introduction 
What a difference a year makes. Last year at this time, after noting the startling nature of a 
recommended county budget that avoided program and staffing cuts in the midst of a global 
pandemic, we also warned that “any celebration about the relatively tranquil nature of the 2021 
budget should be somewhat muted.”  

The rationale for our warning was our concern that several of the positive factors that relieved county 
leaders from difficult budget choices in 2021 were unlikely to be available in subsequent years. 
More specifically, we did not foresee that tens of millions of federal pandemic relief dollars would 
again come the county’s way, and we were skeptical that the county’s ability to keep a lid on health 
care and pension costs and withdraw healthy amounts from reserves would last much longer. 

It turns out those doubts were misplaced – at least for the time being. For the second consecutive 
year, the 2022 recommended budget avoids significant service cuts, fee increases, and reductions 
to the county workforce. Instead, in even more startling fashion than the 2021 version, it finds room 
for new investments tied to racial equity, recommends the largest salary increase for county workers 
in recent memory, and even doubles the county’s contribution to municipal governments for 
emergency medical services.  

Even more remarkable is that these feats are accomplished with only minimal use of the county’s 
$183.7 million allocation from the federal American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) passed earlier this year. 
Instead, the budget benefits from a healthy rebound in sales tax collections, a decrease in projected 
health care and pension payments, and the ability to withdraw $7.2 million from the Debt Service 
Reserve (DSR) because of prudent use of last year’s pandemic relief allocation. An additional huge 
infusion of federal relief dollars for transit also provides critical help by allowing the budget to avoid 
cuts in bus routes without allocating more property tax levy or general ARPA monies.  

The ability to save ARPA dollars for more lasting uses and to preserve at least a portion of the federal 
transit funds for the next one or two budgets should also alleviate the need for difficult decisions in 
the 2023 and 2024 budgets. Those dollars may also allow county policymakers to make a dent in 
the county’s overwhelming capital budget backlog and hold down debt levels. 

While this outlook is undeniably far rosier than any the county has seen in decades, the caveat is 
that it, too, is likely to be short-lived. The federal infusions – while robust enough to bring benefits for 
multiple years – will be mostly exhausted by 2025. After that time, a stubborn annual structural 
deficit in the $20 million range almost certainly will resurface, and the county’s infrastructure 
backlog still will be immense. With few new revenue options at the county’s disposal and a series of 
fierce expenditure pressures, its annual budget challenges may return with a vengeance. 

In the pages that follow, we size up the recommended budget both with an eye toward the good 
fortune that has befallen the county in the near term and the budget threats that remain for the 
future. Our aim is to provide impartial analysis and context for policymakers and the public as the 
2022 county budget process moves forward in the weeks ahead. 
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2022  Recommended Budget 
Synopsis  

The 2022 Recommended Budget totals 
$1.28 billion, an increase of $101 million 
(8.6%) from the 2021 amount. The 
operating budget totals $1.15 billion 
($50.7 million higher than 2021), while the 
capital budget increases by $50.5 million 
to $130.6 million. The spending boosts are 
almost entirely attributed to the county’s 
receipt of various forms of federal 
pandemic relief and stimulus monies.    

Figure 1 breaks down the budget by major 
revenue and expenditure categories. As in 
previous years, the three largest areas of 
expenditure are health and human services 
at $399 million (including $248 million for 
behavioral health); transportation & public 
works at $377 million (including $164 
million for transit operations); and public 
safety at $130 million.  

The largest revenue source is “Direct 
Revenue,” at $380 million. This category 
consists of service-related fees and 
payments such as zoo admissions fees, 
transit fares, and Medicaid reimbursement. 
The property tax is next largest at $310 
million. The county also expects to receive 
$254 million in grants and aids from the 
state and $201 million from the federal 
government. State revenue is down $25 
million from 2021 largely because of 
reduced transit aids while federal revenue 
is up $111 million in light of the temporary 
forms of federal aid noted above. 

The county’s two primary sources of local 
revenue are the property tax and sales tax. 
The healthy projected growth in both 
sources in 2022 ($5.6 million for the 
property tax and $11.4 million for the sales 
tax) is unusual and helps explain the 
equally rare lack of service cuts and 
opportunities for new investment in the 
recommended budget.               

Figure 1: Summary of Recommended Budget (millions)  
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The 2022 Budget Gap 
While this is one of the least stressful county budgets in at least two decades, the county’s structural 
budget gap is real and continues to pose substantial challenges. The gap – which first became a 
major concern in the early 2000s – stems from the failure of the county’s major revenue streams to 
grow by the amounts needed to match its expenditure needs. The county comptroller recently 
reported that county expenditures are projected to grow by an average of 2.4% annually over the 
next several years while its revenues are projected to increase by an annual average of only 1.0%. 

The lack of revenue growth is most pronounced with regard to the county’s two largest revenue 
sources: state aids and property taxes. For example, the county’s budgeted state shared revenue 
allocation of $30.9 million in 2021 was virtually identical to the amount it budgeted a decade earlier. 
Meanwhile, the county’s budgeted property tax levy of $275.4 million in 2012 grew by only 10.4% to 
$304 million in 2021 (about 1% per year on average), in part because of state-imposed levy limits. 

On the expenditure side, the amounts needed to pay for growing pension obligations and cost-of-
living adjustments (COLAs) to employee salaries – combined with other inflationary “costs to 
continue” – typically exceed the total amount of new revenue available each year. This requires 
county departments to find ways to absorb those inflationary cost increases, which often has led to 
staffing and program cuts or proposals for new or increased fees.   

In recent years, the county has made considerable progress in shrinking the annual structural gap, in 
large part because of its success in controlling the growth of pension and health care costs and its 
cuts to the county workforce. As shown in Chart 1, the impressive trajectory was interrupted in 2021 
as a result of pandemic-induced revenue losses, but in 2022 the projected gap heading into budget 
deliberations dropped to a more typical $20.3 million.  

Chart 1: History of initial projected funding gaps, 2018 to 2022 (in millions) 

 
Sources: Milwaukee County Comptroller’s Office and Office of Performance, Strategy, and Budget 
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The major components of the initial $20.3 million projected gap included $4.3 million for employee 
COLAs, combined growth of $6.2 million in health care and pension costs, and $7.8 million in added 
expenditures for inflationary cost-to-continue operating increases in departments. It is notable that 
even these projected increases – which were relatively modest when compared to some previous 
years – far eclipsed the original projected growth in the county’s major local revenue streams (see 
Chart 2). An added challenge was the loss of $4.0 million in revenue from Froedtert hospital due to 
the expiration of an agreement linked to the closure of Doyne Hospital in the 1990s.  

Chart 2: Projected growth in major cost areas vs. major local revenue sources at start of 2022 
budget process (in millions) 

 
Source: Milwaukee County Office of Performance, Strategy, and Budget 
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supplement departmental budgets. County leaders prudently decided to allocate $30.5 million of the 
surplus to the Debt Service Reserve (DSR), which now has a projected year-end balance of nearly 
$67 million. This healthy balance vastly exceeds a $50 million goal set by budget officials and allows 
for a recommended $7.2 million DSR withdrawal in 2022 to support operating budget needs. 

Finally, an important driver of the structural budget gap in most years is the need to increase 
property tax levy support for the pension fund and employee/retiree health care. However, instead of 
the combined $6.2 million increase that was projected at the onset of the budget process, those 
costs are now projected to decline by a combined $3.0 million. A nearly $1.5 million decrease in the 
pension contribution results largely from strong investment returns in 2020, while a nearly $1.6 
million decrease in health care costs is attributed to lower-than-expected claims activity and 
elimination of the county’s $2 million payment for stop-loss insurance coverage. 

Chart 3 summarizes the developments that not only eliminated the 2022 budget gap, but also freed 
up considerable resources for new investment. In addition to the items described above, the county 
executive and his budget team asked most departments to absorb the $7.8 million in projected 
costs to continue. Also, $4 million in federal ARPA dollars are recommended to offset a proposal to 
increase pay for corrections officers at the jail and House of Correction (HOC).  

Chart 3: Major items that eliminated the structural gap and provide capacity for new investments in 
2022 (in millions) 

  
Source: 2022 Recommended Budget (this is the source for all other charts in the report unless otherwise noted) 
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Operating Budget Overview 
The 2022 recommended operating budget totals $1.15 billion, an increase of $50.7 million (4.6%) 
over the 2021 amount. About four-fifths of the increase would be spread among the three largest 
county functions: Health and Human Services ($22.4 million or 6.0%); Transportation & Public Works 
($11.4 million or 4.3%); and Public Safety ($8.2 million or 6.9%).  

These increases are understandable given that these functions have large workforces, and portions 
of the increases are attributed to extra salary dollars from a recommended 2% pay increase for all 
employees. Yet, there are also other factors at play, including a large additional allotment of state 
and federal dollars to the Behavioral Health Division (BHD) for community-based service expansion 
and extra funds for the Sheriff and HOC for the corrections officer pay increases. 

As noted above, a remarkable feature of the recommended operating budget is the opportunity for 
new investment. The county executive embraces that opportunity by focusing on several top 
priorities laid out in the county’s strategic plan. The following are some of the notable operating 
budget “winners:”  

• County employees: The budget recommends a 2.0% across-the-board pay increase as of April 1. 
While that certainly could not be considered overly generous, it may seem that way to county 
workers, who have grown accustomed to annual increases in the 0-1% range while also often 
seeing their health care and pension co-pays increase. The recommended budget leaves health 
care alone (though there are small increases in some dental coverage costs) and the pension 
payment drops slightly for non-public safety employees, from 6.2% to 6.1% of salary. In addition, 
the budget includes $2.5 million for additional pay increases for some employees pending the 
completion of a new compensation study. 

• Equity initiatives: The recommended budget includes several new investments to further the 
county’s strategic emphasis on advancing racial equity and eliminating racial health disparities. 
Those include three new human resources positions to enhance diversity recruitment and equity 
training efforts countywide. Also, the compensation study and $2.5 million in new funds 
referenced above are designed, in part, to identify and correct pay disparities in the county 
workforce by race and gender. We provide further analysis of equity initiatives in Key #2. 

• Municipalities: The budget includes a “surprise” allocation of an additional $1.5 million for 
municipal emergency medical service (EMS) providers. The county’s Office of Emergency 
Management (OEM) oversees countywide EMS by credentialing responders, administering 
medical direction and standards of care, and collecting and analyzing countywide data. The 
county also has provided a formula-based payment to municipal fire departments to ensure they 
meet the county’s EMS standards. That annual payment was reduced from $3 million to $1.5 
million about a decade ago and was almost eliminated in subsequent budgets. The 
recommended budget restores the payment to $3 million and uses an exemption for EMS in 
state-imposed levy limits to raise property taxes to do so. 

• Strategic and administrative services: The recommended budget includes several departmental 
restructuring and reorganization initiatives, including changes to the Office of African American 
Affairs (which is re-named the Office of Equity) and continued restructuring in the Department of 
Health and Human Services (DHHS), including creation of a new Children, Youth and Family 
Services Division. In addition, the budget recommends creation of a new cabinet-level Strategy, 
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Budget & Performance department that will house both budget and strategic planning functions 
and would benefit from creation of one new position (as well as one created mid-year in 2021) 
and the transfer of four positions from other departments.          

Also notable in the recommended operating budget is increased levy support for the following 
departments that often have been targeted for painful reductions: 

• The Office of the Sheriff would see a levy increase of $2.8 million. While a sizable portion pays 
for the 2% pay increases for the office’s large workforce, the new monies also support a $3 per 
hour premium pay increase for corrections officers to aid in recruitment and retention (which 
also applies to the HOC); new body cameras for staff in the jail; and eight positions that were 
formerly supported by the Milwaukee Regional Medical Center for County Grounds security and 
that now will be supported by tax levy and transferred to fill gaps in other areas. An important yet 
unanswered question is whether the $3 pay premium will be enough to overcome corrections 
officer recruitment challenges, particularly if dozens of positions become vacant because of 
enforcement of the county’s COVID-19 vaccine mandate.  

• The Parks Department would receive an additional $556,000 in tax levy, which helps to fund 
four new parks maintenance workers and a $100,000 initiative to accelerate tree replacements. 
The department also fared well in the capital budget, as we will discuss below. 

• The Milwaukee County Transit System (MCTS) would receive just a $144,000 increase in levy, 
but that’s notable given the sizable annual levy reductions that were the norm several years ago. 
Meanwhile, the infusion of $39.8 million in federal pandemic relief funds allows MCTS to avoid 
route reductions and fare increases while also investing in 60 new buses. See Key #3 for more 
detailed discussion about the transit budget and its long-term outlook. 

In addition to these recommended operating budget changes, we provided analysis below on other 
significant areas of new investment as well as other impacts related to the pandemic and federal 
relief funds. 
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Capital  Budget Overview 
 
The recommended capital improvements budget totals $130.6 million, which is a $50.6 million 
(72%) increase over the 2021 adopted amount. Of the total, $12.9 million is for projects at General 
Mitchell International Airport, which are fully reimbursed by airlines or outside revenue sources and 
do not directly impact county finances or fall within the county’s borrowing limit. Non-airport projects 
total $117.7 million, which is an increase of $52.5 million compared to 2021.  

The major source of financing for the county’s capital program typically is general obligation (G.O.) 
bond proceeds, but for 2022 reimbursement revenue – largely from the federal government – 
exceeds that source of funding. Non-airport projects would receive $59.7 million in federal funds 
while the county would bond for $44.5 million and use $8.5 million in sales tax revenue for cash 
financing. About $5 million in state revenue comprises the remainder of the non-airport total. 

The $44.5 million recommended bond issue is consistent with the county’s self-imposed bonding 
limit for non-airport projects, which generally allows for a 3% increase each year. The budgeted cash 
amount for non-airport projects represents 16.1% of the total and falls somewhat short of the 
county’s 20% cash financing goal.  

The sizable increase in the recommended budget is largely attributed to two significant investments 
in mass transit: a $31.8 million allocation for 60 new buses and a $20 million outlay for north-south 
transit enhancements in the 27th Street transit corridor. Both projects would exclusively use federal 
funds, including $6.4 million in ARPA funds awarded to MCTS by the state, which will serve as the 
20% local match for bus replacements. Without those two projects, the 2022 recommended capital 
budget for non-airport projects would have been similar in size to the 2021 budget. 

The two projects that would require the largest use of bond proceeds are replacement of the North 
Shop, a facility used to house highway maintenance vehicles and equipment, at $15.4 million (nearly 
a third of the recommended total bonding amount); and reconstruction of parking lots at McKinley 
Marina for $5.6 million. The North Shop project has been requested by public works officials for 
more than a decade and inclusion of the full funding amount in the 2022 capital budget is shocking 
at first glance. However, the budget document cites the lack of Americans for Disabilities Act 
compliance and the absence of locker room and restroom facilities for women as equity issues that 
finally need to be addressed.  

The McKinley Marina project is one of nine projects recommended for the parks department at a 
total local cost of $13.2 million, or about a quarter of the local capital funding in the budget. This 
prioritization of parks projects is a notable change from previous years, though a huge backlog of 
parks capital needs would remain, as outlined in the Forum’s recent series of reports on the county’s 
infrastructure challenges. 

The recommended capital budget as a whole conveys a similar story. Inclusion of the North Shop 
project and the investments in new buses and parks – as well the budget’s ability to address nearly 
50 additional smaller projects in backlogged areas like highways and buildings – would produce 
needed improvements to the county’s aging infrastructure and vehicle fleet. Yet, a sizable list of 
requested projects for 2022 that cannot be accommodated within the bonding cap and an even 
lengthier list of projects identified for the next four years leave the county running in place.  

For 2022, departments submitted non-airport capital project requests that would have required 
$135 million in local funding but the recommended budget is only able to include about $53 million 

https://wispolicyforum.org/research/picking-up-the-pieces-what-will-it-take-to-address-local-government-infrastructure-challenges-in-metro-milwaukee/
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(39%) of the total. That moves more than $80 million to the 2023 list of identified projects, which 
already totaled nearly $160 million. This cascading effect has been the norm for several years and 
has contributed to a huge backlog of needed projects with a price tag that far exceeds the county’s 
available capital financing capacity as it is currently defined. 

Chart 4 illustrates the dilemma by comparing the project requests for each of the remaining four 
years in the county’s five-year capital improvements plan to available financing each year as set by 
the bonding cap and an assumed 20% cash match.1 The backlog will continue to escalate until 
2026, when it will worsen even more considerably in light of a $180 million placeholder for a new 
criminal justice facility to replace the outdated Safety Building – a project that has been on the 
books for years but for which no financial solution exists.  

Chart 4: Available county financing vs. capital requests, 2023-2026

    
Source: 2022 Recommended Capital Improvements Budget 
 
Fortunately, there is a ray of hope this year in light of the $183.7 million in ARPA dollars that the 
2022 budget barely taps into for operating purposes. While using even the entire remaining amount 
to address the capital backlog would only address part of the problem, the ARPA funds do provide a 
critical opportunity to at least make some headway. 

  

                                                      

1 The 2023 requested project total includes nearly $80 million of unfunded requests from 2022 that move into the 
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Four Keys to the 2022 
Recommended Budget 

Key #1: ARPA funds preserved 
When viewing the 2022 recommended budget through a multi-year lens, perhaps more important 
than understanding what is in the budget is recognizing what is not. The budget remarkably forsakes 
the use of all but an additional $4 million of the county’s original $183.7 million ARPA allocation to 
address operating needs in 2022,2 electing instead to wait for recommendations from a special task 
force comprised of county board supervisors, administration officials, and the comptroller before 
decisions are made on the ARPA distribution. 

It is still possible that significant chunks will be spent in 2022, but because the recommended 
budget does not allocate those funds they would not be needed to make ends meet next year. 
Instead, they would be preserved for potential one-time capital expenditures, direct pandemic-
related needs, or filling revenue holes in 2023 or 2024. This a notable contrast to the approach 
taken in the proposed budget for the city of Milwaukee, which allocates $34.6 million of the city’s 
$394 million allocation to fill revenue gaps next year and indicates that more than $50 million will be 
similarly used in both 2023 and 2024.  

A cardinal rule of responsible budgeting is to avoid the use of one-time revenue sources to meet 
operating budget needs so as not to create holes in future operating budgets. The ARPA legislation 
allows for such usage, however, as a means of plugging gaps filled by pandemic-related revenue 
losses.3 The rationale is that such usage may be critical to avert cuts in vital services and buy time 
until local tax collections rebound from the impacts of the pandemic.  

Even more important is the liberal definition of revenue “loss” employed by ARPA. It allows local 
governments to establish a base year (defined as the latest full fiscal year prior to the pandemic), 
and then calculate what their gross revenue totals would have been had those revenues increased 
by 4.1% annually through 2024. The “loss” is then defined as the difference between actual 
collections and that annual 4.1% growth rate, as opposed to actual year-to-year losses. 

Chart 5 illustrates this dynamic by summarizing a comptroller’s analysis comparing key revenue 
stream projections from 2020-2023 to the amounts that have and would be collected if 2019 totals 
grow by 4.1% each year. Per this calculation, the county would be eligible to use at least $198 
million of ARPA funds in the 2022-2024 budgets to offset revenue losses, even though key revenue 
streams like sales taxes, property taxes, and state aids are expected to largely recover or even grow 
slightly.4  

                                                      

2 The recommended budget also includes 2022 funding for two uses of ARPA funds already approved by county leaders -- 
$1.8 million for a pilot “Right to Counsel” program for individuals facing eviction and $4.5 million for a flexible housing 
subsidy pool. If adopted, about $11 million of the $183.7 million ARPA allocation will have been designated for those two 
programs in 2021 and 2022 as well as the $4 million recommended for correction officer pay premiums. 
3 Other eligible uses include expenditures related to the pandemic or its negative impacts, premium pay for essential 
workers, and investments in water, sewer, and broadband infrastructure. The funds may not be used toward pension funds, 
pension reserves, or debt service payments. 
4 The $198 million understates the eligible amount as we only show a sample of the key revenue streams. 

https://milwaukeecounty.legistar.com/View.ashx?M=F&ID=9712426&GUID=DD406053-6803-435C-B7EB-B0953584D694
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Chart 5: Revenue loss projection for key revenue streams per ARPA definition (in millions)

 

Source: Milwaukee County Comptroller 

The ability to resist this temptation in the 2022 recommended budget (except for the use of $4 
million for $3 per hour premium pay increases for corrections officers) allows the county to be 
strategic in its use of the funds. The special task force has already laid out a framework for ARPA 
expenditures that call for 63% of the monies to be used for revenue loss recovery; 20% for 
community support; 13% for COVID-19 mitigation; and the remaining 4% for administrative purposes. 
It is assumed that the ultimate distribution plan will follow those guidelines.  

It is important to note that in its reference to “revenue loss recovery,” the task force is not setting the 
stage for simply plugging the funds into future operating budgets; instead, according to a county 
board media release, uses in this category might include “addressing the county’s backlog of capital 
projects and deferred maintenance; investing in technology, service delivery or facilities to realize 
cost-savings or efficiencies; and investing in new revenue generating strategies.” Nevertheless, as 
noted above, substantial ARPA dollars could be available if the county finds itself in a difficult budget 
situation for 2023 or 2024. 

Whether or not that is the case will depend on several factors. The ability to largely avoid using ARPA 
funds to meet operating needs in 2022 stems mostly from the narrow group of fortuitous factors 
discussed earlier, which may not be replicated in future years. Specifically, whether sales tax 
revenues continue to grow and the DSR continues to be sufficiently replenished to support sizable 
withdrawals in future years will depend on the state of the local economy and the size of the county’s 
2021 surplus. Similarly, the ability to keep a lid on future pension and health care costs will depend 
on several factors – like health care claims volumes and pension fund investment returns – that are 
beyond the county’s control. 

Nevertheless, the county’s ability to preserve the bulk of the ARPA funds so far – combined with 
already favorable year-to-date indicators in 2021, like an $11 million projected surplus and strong 
stock market returns that bode well for the pension fund – create a brighter short-term fiscal outlook 
for the county than it has seen in decades. 

$13.5
$21.6

$32.5

$53.6

$76.5

State Sales Tax Service Charges Transit Fares Property Tax

https://www.wispolitics.com/2021/milwaukee-county-board-of-supervisors-arpa-task-force-endorses-strategic-framework-for-funding-and-recommends-proposals-to-fight-homelessness-and-covid-19/


14     Milwaukee County Budget Brief | October 2022 

Key #2: New dollars to advance equity goals 
During his first 18 months in office, County Executive David Crowley has made no secret that 
“advancing racial equity” is the foremost objective of his first term in office. In doing so, he is not 
alone. Even before his election, in 2019, the county board passed a resolution declaring racism as a 
public health crisis. That sentiment now is reflected in the county’s new strategic plan – the 
formulation of which was initiated under the previous administration – which establishes a vision for 
achieving racial equity and, by doing so, making Milwaukee “the healthiest county in Wisconsin.” 

While the county executive’s first recommended budget for 2021 laid the groundwork for several 
racial equity initiatives, his 2022 budget proposal advances that push in a more tangible way. It 
identifies new resources for several departments that will be spent in areas ranging from new 
positions specifically dedicated to recruiting and hiring workers of color to targeted investments in 
areas like housing and corrections. Table 1 highlights several of those initiatives to which specific 
dollar amounts are attached:  

Table 1: Equity initiatives in 2022 Recommended Budget 
Equity Initiative Summary 2022 Recommended Funding 

Right to Counsel Milwaukee Continue new program to provide free legal 
representation to households facing eviction $2.7 million from ARPA 

Credible Messenger Program  Support young people transitioning from state 
corrections facilities  $1.3 million 

Reduced corrections phone 
costs 

Reduce phone call charges at the HOC and jail 
by 25% to make it easier for detainees to 
communicate with family members 

$700,000 

Attracting, supporting, and 
retaining a diverse workforce  

3 new positions in human resources to 
coordinate racial equity training, analyze 
workforce data through a racial equity lens, and 
enhance recruitment of diverse candidates  

Approximately $180,000 

Health data tracking and 
analysis 

2 new positions to track and analyze health data 
with a racial equity lens Approx. $120,000 

Re-entry housing navigation  1 new position to provide housing assistance to 
residents transitioning from HOC $60,000 

Workforce opportunities in 
green infrastructure 

Continue efforts to seek underrepresented 
individuals for positions in parks $40,000 

Encouraging diversity, equity, 
inclusion & accessibility 
(DEIA) at Zoo 

1 new part-time position to coordinate DEIA at 
Zoo with regard to programming and workforce  $32,000 

  

In addition to these specific investments, the budget document cites several broader initiatives that 
have been developed with racial equity in mind, including its “No Wrong Door” transition in DHHS 
that aims to provide easier access to services for underrepresented citizens; the move of BHD’s 
emergency mental health center from Wauwatosa to Milwaukee’s near north side, which will improve 
accessibility for central city residents; a new effort to expand and improve mass transit services in 
Milwaukee’s 27th Street corridor; and the aforementioned $2.5 million to potentially adjust pay for 
certain positions based on a compensation study that will consider racial and gender equity factors. 

Both federal relief dollars and the fortuitous fiscal developments described earlier were essential in 
allowing the recommended budget to back the county’s overriding commitment to racial equity and 
inclusion. Whether and how these efforts will continue in future budgets – once the ARPA dollars are 
exhausted and the county’s structural challenges re-emerge – will merit careful monitoring.     
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Key #3: Another temporary reprieve for MCTS  
Outside of its huge backlog of capital needs, the transit budget has emerged as the biggest 
budgetary trouble spot for the county. We first reported on an MCTS fiscal “crisis” in 2008. The basic 
components remain to this day and include heavy reliance on state revenues, which have not grown 
much over time; and dwindling passenger revenues, which must be replaced by county funds to 
avert service cuts. While MCTS has gradually reduced service levels, it has avoided devastating cuts 
since that time, but only because of unforeseen injections of unused federal money from abandoned 
light rail and commuter rail projects plus a $30 vehicle registration fee (VRF) imposed in 2017. 

The transit challenge again appeared to reach crisis proportions with the onset of the pandemic, 
which created both huge immediate drops in ridership and lingering depressed transit usage 
because of changing commuting habits and continued public health concerns. However, recognizing 
that local transit systems would face huge revenue holes but should not be cutting service as the 
economy struggled to recover, the federal government stepped in to provide sizable infusions of 
funding for large transit systems in each of its three relief packages. 

MCTS has received $191.4 million from the three federal relief measures. As shown in Chart 6, it 
anticipates using a combined $54.3 million to plug revenue holes in 2020 and 2021. The 2022 
recommended budget would spend down an additional $91.9 million – $71.9 million for operating 
needs plus $20 million in the capital budget for 27th Street corridor improvements. That would leave 
$45.3 million for future years, though it is hoped that the $20 million in the capital budget might be 
replaced by other sources of federal funding, thus boosting the available amount to $65.3 million. 

Chart 6: MCTS’ use of federal relief funds (in millions)5

 

Source: Milwaukee County Transit System 

The need for such extensive usage of the federal funds next year for operations stems largely from 
continued depressed passenger revenues, as MCTS officials project some continued rebound in 
ridership in 2022 but not to pre-pandemic levels; and a decision by state legislators to cut MCTS’ 
state transit aids – which are its largest source of revenue – by $32.7 million in response to the 
massive influx of federal funds. Governor Tony Evers subsequently granted $19.7 million to MCTS to 

                                                      

5 The $22.8 million cited for 2021 is an updated figure that is an improvement over an earlier estimate of $26.5 million. 
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offset some of that reduction. The budget recommends using $6.4 million of that amount as the 
20% local match for 60 new buses and the remaining $13.3 million for operations. 

Another factor is the removal of MCTS’ approximately $20 million annual allocation of federal 
formula funds from the 2022 operating budget to preserve their use for future bus purchases or 
operating needs. That requires the use instead of $20 million from the federal relief allocation.  

The bottom line is that while MCTS has certainly dodged a devastating bullet for 2020-22 – and 
while the remaining $45 to $65 million in federal relief funds likely will allow it to do the same in 
2023 and possibly 2024 – huge financial hurdles will emerge when the federal funds are exhausted. 
Chart 7 shows how dramatically the transit system’s funding mix for fixed route operations has 
changed over the past three budgets as federal funds supplanted plummeting passenger revenues. 
Notably, the infusion also helped the county’s overall budget as $4.9 million in property tax levy was 
backed out of MCTS’ budget in 2021 and remains supplanted in 2022.   

Chart 7: MCTS major budgeted revenues as a share of total operating revenues, 2020-20226 

 
Source: Milwaukee County Transit System 
 

Even if passenger revenues fully recover and state funding returns to previous levels, MCTS leaders 
anticipate a $15-$25 million hole in the fixed route operating budget by 2025 (although a new 
federal infrastructure bill may provide some relief). Meanwhile, the county’s options – outside of 
huge service cuts – would be limited. In light of its overall structural challenges and state levy limits, 
making up the $4.9 million removed in 2021 would be difficult enough. Filling the full gap with tax 
levy would be next-to-impossible, particularly once the county’s general ARPA funds are exhausted.  

Another option would be to increase the $30 VRF – which contributes about $16 million annually to 
transit operations – but county policymakers (and voters through a recent advisory referendum) have 
perennially frowned on that option. Nevertheless, without either new state or federal aid or new local 
revenue authority from the state, and given the pressures on the county’s property tax levy, a hike in 
the VRF to $60 or more may be the only option to avert deep service reductions in the future. 

                                                      

6 We use 2020 budgeted amounts in the chart (as opposed to actual amounts) to show what the funding mix looked like 
pre-pandemic; the 2020 budget was adopted before the pandemic hit early that year.  
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Key #4: Dawn of a new day at BHD 
The 2022 budget marks an historic milestone for the county, its Behavioral Health Division, and the 
Milwaukee County Mental Health Board as it is the first to reflect a longstanding goal of downsizing 
and outsourcing inpatient operations while changing BHD’s focus to coordinating, expanding, and 
improving a community-based system of care. That goal has been discussed for decades and gained 
considerable traction following the release of a landmark “mental health redesign” report co-
authored by the Forum and the Massachusetts-based Human Services Resource Institute in 2010.  

While urging stakeholders in Milwaukee County to pursue a gradual expansion of community-based 
services alongside a phasing down of inpatient services, the 2010 report acknowledged that “a 
system of mental health services with as many gaps as Milwaukee County’s cannot be changed in a 
few months or even a few years.” Now, 12 years later, the transformation is nearly complete. 

The first steps occurred when BHD closed its two 72-bed long-term care facilities within a few years 
of the 2010 report and transferred care into community-based group homes and other settings. 
Other important steps included a substantial expansion of community-based mental health and 
crisis services, which were funded in part with savings from the institutional bed closures and more 
significantly with the help of the state of Wisconsin through a Medicaid-based program called 
Comprehensive Community Services (CCS).  

The final steps are scheduled to occur in 2022, when the psychiatric inpatient hospital and crisis 
service at the Mental Health Complex on the Milwaukee County Grounds will both be closed and 
replaced with a privately-run inpatient hospital in West Allis (Granite Hills) and a new Mental Health 
Emergency Center (MHEC) in Milwaukee. The latter is a joint venture between the county and the 
four major private health systems and will be operated by Advocate Aurora. BHD will continue to play 
critical roles in coordinating care for individuals served by both facilities and will subsidize costs for 
uninsured patients, but by being relieved of direct patient care responsibilities the division also will 
be able to devote greater effort to care management and quality. 

These moves hold great promise to improve behavioral health services for county residents. While it 
is beyond the scope of this report to analyze those benefits (as well as risks), two primary 
advantages are an overall expansion of mental health inpatient capacity in a new and modern 
facility; and the vastly enhanced partnership with private health systems that offer greater financial, 
technological, and programmatic capacity to effectively serve patients.  

These moves also have significant financial implications for the county for both 2022 and beyond. 
The 2022 recommended budget reflects that this is a year of transition, as it must finance both 
partial-year costs associated with operating inpatient beds and emergency services at the Mental 
Health Complex until the new facilities are fully operational, plus required payments and start-up 
costs to support the new facilities as they ramp up their services.  

Consequently, as shown in Chart 8, there is a net “cost” for BHD with regard to inpatient and 
psychiatric emergency services in 2022. However, largely because BHD has built up a sizable 
reserve fund – which stood at about $24 million at the end of 2020 but may need to be used for 
about $3.4 million of pandemic-related costs in 2021 – there is no impact on the division’s property 
tax levy in the recommended budget, which remains at $53 million. The budget recommends using 
$9.1 million from BHD’s reserves to support the transition next year.  

https://wispolicyforum.org/research/transforming-the-adult-mental-health-care-delivery-system-in-milwaukee-county/
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Chart 8: Net “Cost” for BHD Inpatient and Psychiatric Emergency Services in 2022 

 

 
On the inpatient side, the increased net cost results in part from a projected $12.5 million decrease 
in hospital insurance reimbursement as the patient census declines. While the phase-out and 
gradual elimination of inpatient staffing is projected to save $5.7 million, BHD also budgets a $2.6 
million payment for uninsured patients at Granite Hills as that facility ramps up its census.  

On the psychiatric emergency side, BHD saves on crisis service staffing and operating costs ($3.7 
million) once the Complex is closed but also needs to contribute its share to the operation of the 
MHEC ($3.5 million) as well as $3.3 million in one-time start-up costs and a projected $800,000 
debt service payment for bonds issued to support the county’s $5.4 million share of facility 
construction. Meanwhile, a combined inpatient and emergency savings not shown in the chart is a 
$5.3 million reduction in management and support staff once the Mental Health Complex closes. 

It is still too early to assess the annual fiscal impacts once the transition is complete, but BHD 
officials believe, at minimum, that the annual cost of BHD’s financial commitments toward Granite 
Hills and the MHEC will be no more than those previously incurred to operate those services itself. A 
bonus, however, is the county’s ability to shed the financial risk involved with operating inpatient 
services, which are impacted by factors like payer mix and Medicaid reimbursement policies; and to 
rid itself of the need to spend capital dollars to maintain an aging and obsolete facility. 

More good news is that despite the increase in net inpatient and emergency service costs in 2022, 
the budget includes an additional $6.8 million for community-based adult mental health and crisis 
services while saving $8.1 million in tax levy. This is accomplished largely through a $4.2 million 
expansion of CCS for adults funded through Medicaid plus a $5.6 million increase in another form of 
Medicaid revenue related to cost reporting. Staffing for BHD’s crisis mobile team and other 
community-based crisis intervention services also is increased by 15 positions.    

Overall, 2022 is likely to be remembered as the year that BHD completed its transition to a new and 
improved framework for administering behavioral health services to some of Milwaukee County’s 
most vulnerable residents. That it is able to do so while absorbing transition costs and continuing its 
expansion of community services is a victory for both property taxpayers and consumers.  
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Conclusion 
When the COVID-19 pandemic emerged early last year, it initially was viewed not only as a public 
health and economic emergency that would require Milwaukee County government to “up its game” 
in several critical service areas, but also as a budding fiscal emergency that would drain county 
coffers as key revenue streams – like sales tax collections and bus fares – were drastically reduced.  

Obviously, the pandemic has and will continue to pose huge challenges for the county, but it is 
becoming clear that the near-term fiscal impacts have been minimized by the sizable infusions of 
federal relief dollars. In fact, those dollars have allowed county leaders to continue to churn out 
surpluses and build reserves, and they now hold promise to provide new capacity to chip away at the 
county’s alarming capital repairs backlog and to launch both short-term and long-term efforts to 
advance its racial equity goals. 

As we have pointed out in this report, the surprising fiscal relief and new investment opportunities 
are likely to be relatively short-lived. State aids continue to be flat and the sizable increase in sales 
tax collections budgeted for 2022 is unlikely to be replicated in future years. Similarly, the prospect 
of annual health care and pension reductions is uncertain, and even 2-3% annual increases in both 
areas could add millions of dollars of yearly pressure to the operating budget. 

Meanwhile, the county’s backlog of infrastructure challenges entailing hundreds of identified repair 
and replacement needs for highways, parks, and buildings grows progressively more daunting and 
cannot be fully addressed by the ARPA dollars. The need for a new Safety Building also is looming, 
and how to finance that project and other potential big-ticket items like Mitchell Park Domes 
replacement and support for a new Milwaukee Public Museum remains a mystery. 

These challenges intensify the pressure on county leaders to strategically use the ARPA funds to 
address at least some of their longer-term structural and capital challenges. The recommended 
budget’s successful effort to preserve the bulk of the ARPA funds for future decision-making tees up 
this opportunity, and it will be critical for future budgets that it not be squandered. 

For now, the county executive and board should be thankful that the unanticipated influx of federal 
funds and their prudent use of those monies thus far allows for a recommended budget that lacks 
service cuts and creates limited opportunities for new investments. Yet, as they look to the future, 
they should keep in mind that the good times are unlikely to last forever and that their decision-
making on ARPA over the next several months will be critical to determining just how fleeting those 
times will be.        
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