MUNICIPAL AGENDA

2021–2022 Legislative Session

About Cities and Villages

About the League

Cities and villages are the state’s economic engines, supporting:

For more information about the League’s legislative agenda, contact:
Jerry Deschane, Executive Director, jdeschane@lwm-info.org;
Curt Witynski, Deputy Executive Director, witynski@lwm-info.org;
Toni Herkert, Director of Government Affairs, therkert@lwm-info.org,
or visit www.lwm-info.org

Most Wisconsinites live, work, and recreate in Wisconsin’s 190 cities
and 414 villages. The state’s industry and commerce occur almost
exclusively in cities and villages. Wisconsin cities and villages provide
the core services businesses and people want and need, including
police and fire protection, sewer and water, safe streets, bike paths and
mass transit, garbage collection, libraries, parks, and cultural amenities.

• 72% of the state’s population
• 90% of the state’s commercial property value
• 87% of the state’s manufacturing value
• Nearly all the state’s airports and commercial ports
• 136 of the state’s 141 hospitals
• 342 public libraries
• All 13 UW System four-year campuses
• All 24 independent private colleges and universities

The League of Wisconsin Municipalities is a voluntary nonprofit,
nonpartisan association of 598 cities and villages working to advance
municipal government. Established in 1898, the League provides
legislative advocacy, information sharing, networking for municipal
elected officials and staff, legal resources, education and training, and
insurance options for its members.

Legislative Priorities for 2021–2022
Strengthen Local Democracy. To lead effectively,

municipalities must have the autonomy to experiment and innovate
without the state interfering. Local elected officials are in the best
position to effectively solve community problems and efficiently deliver
local services. Wisconsin cities and villages historically were granted
extensive home rule powers to govern themselves. Over time, the state
legislature has steadily chipped away at municipal powers even though
polling consistently shows voters (by wide margins) trust local elected
officials more than their state or federal counterparts.
4 The League will seek restoration of municipal powers taken away
by previous legislatures and governors, including the ability to:
condemn property for bike and pedestrian paths, reasonably
regulate landlords and inspect apartments, and create regional
transportation authorities.
4 The League will oppose legislation reducing or limiting municipal
authority on spending and taxing decisions, land use regulation,
labor relations, tax incremental financing, water and sewer utilities,
and other matters primarily local in nature.

Change the Model for How Municipalities are
Funded: Diversify Local Revenue Sources; Preserve
and Enhance Current State Aid Programs.

Wisconsin’s system for funding local government is broken and needs
a comprehensive overhaul. Cities and villages need reliable, growing,
and diverse sources of revenue to continue to serve the needs of the
public, especially during and following the pandemic, and to deliver
the quality services necessary to attract and retain employers and a
talented work force.
Wisconsin municipalities receive most of their revenue from two
sources: property taxes and state aids. Both are under tight control of
the state. Since 2011, the state has imposed the strictest levy limits on
municipalities in the nation. In the last 20 years shared revenue for
municipalities has been reduced by $94 million, while inflation alone
has caused average prices to increase by 51% since 2000, according to
the Bureau of Labor Statistics consumer price index.
Unlike local governments in other states, Wisconsin law prohibits
municipalities from imposing local sales or income taxes. Our
overreliance on property taxes to pay for K–12 schooling, county
government, and municipal services, places too much of a burden on
residential property owners and small businesses.

Local governments need another way to pay for critical local services.
The League will work with the Legislature and the governor on
modernizing and diversifying municipal revenue options.
The League will also seek to preserve and enhance existing state aid
programs as follows:
Shared Revenue. For over 100 years the shared revenue program has
been a key component of Wisconsin’s state and local fiscal relationship.
Over the last 20 years, funding has been cut by $94 million. It is time
for the state to restore these cuts.
4 Increase funding for the shared revenue program for municipalities
by $54 million, which would restore the program to 2007 funding
levels.
4 Reboot the state-shared revenue distribution formula.
Expenditure Restraint Program. Increase funding for the Expenditure
Restraint Program (ERP), which rewards communities for keeping their
growth in spending below a strict threshold. The program has been
funded at the same level, $58 million, since 2003. We also seek the
following improvements to ERP:
4 Establish a 2% floor on CPI for ERP purposes.
4 Require DOR to determine CPI for ERP purposes no later than August
(currently it is September) to be better aligned with the timing of
local budgeting.
4 Exempt from the ERP budget test increased expenditures allowed by
a referendum to exceed levy limits.
Payment for Municipal Services Program. The state must adequately
fund the program it uses to reimburse communities for the cost of
providing fire, police, and garbage collection services to state facilities.
In the current state budget annual funding for the program is set
at $18,584,200. In 2020, this amount covered only 34% of the cost
municipalities incurred in serving state facilities located within their
communities. The significant gap between the costs a community
incurs serving state buildings and the state’s payment must be covered
by municipal property taxpayers. We urge the Legislature to pass
legislation like 2015 SB 273, requiring full funding of the Payment for
Municipal Services Program (PMS).
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Make Reasonable Adjustments to Levy Limits.

Since 2011 the state has imposed the strictest levy limits in the nation
on municipalities. Prior to 2011, the levy limit had a floor, which was
roughly about the rate of inflation, allowing communities experiencing
little or no growth to increase their levies on at least an inflationary
basis. Since 2011 the limits have been based exclusively on the
percentage increase in property value caused by new construction.
Many small, rural communities are experiencing zero or little new
construction. The state’s levy limit policy has created a dynamic in
which fast-growing cities and villages have the financial resources to
invest in services and infrastructure that help them further increase
their growth, while no-growth and slow-growth communities stagnate.
The League supports making the following adjustments to levy limits:
1. Allow municipalities to increase their levy annually by at least 2% or
CPI, whichever is greater.
2. Eliminate requirement that a municipality reduce its allowable
levy by the amount by which it increases fees for certain specified
services.
3. Exempt cost of purchasing and operating public safety equipment
(e.g., police body-worn cameras).
4. Exempt amounts spent on hiring additional public safety employees.
5. Exempt costs a municipality incurs when it is required by Wis.
Stats. Sec. 157.115(1)(b)2 to take over the care and maintenance of
abandoned private cemeteries.

Cooperative Local Government Service Area.

Authorize and help fund the creation of a pilot Cooperative Local
Government Service Area modeled after CESA to allow communities
to join forces to provide high-quality government services more
efficiently by, for example, sharing administrators, department heads,
or performing payroll and other back office functions.

Close the Incorporation Law Loophole. Restrict
ability of recently incorporated municipalities to immediately acquire
remaining town remnant through annexation or a boundary agreement
without the approval of neighboring municipalities.

Modernize Open Meetings Law to Allow for
Virtual Meetings. Clearly give local governing bodies the ability

to conduct public meetings using remote access technology, including
conference calling, real time streaming, video conferencing, or other
platforms. During the COVID-19 pandemic many municipal governing
bodies successfully conducted meetings virtually while ensuring full
public access. It was common for communities to experience higher
public participation in virtual meetings than they had with in-person
meetings prior to the pandemic. The law needs to be updated to reflect
technology changes and actual practices.

Adequately and Sustainably Build on Last
Session’s Down Payment on Funding the State-Local
Transportation System. A safe, efficient, and well-maintained

state and local transportation system, including transit, is critical to
Wisconsin’s economic prosperity and quality of life. Wisconsin began
reversing its chronic underfunding of our state and local transportation
systems in the last state budget. More needs to be done to accomplish
the goal of ensuring an adequate, equitable, and sustainable
transportation funding system.
The League’s top priorities regarding transportation funding are:
1. Allow Limited-Term Local Sales Tax for Capital Projects. Allow
municipalities to fund specified transportation, utility infrastructure,
and other capital projects by using a voter approved short-term 1%
local sales tax modeled after Oklahoma City’s Metropolitan Area
Projects Plan.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metropolitan_Area_Projects_Plan
2. Invest in Municipal Streets. Continue to increase funding for the
share of cost component of the General Transportation Aids (GTA)
program, which goes to cities and villages. The last state budget finally
fully restored the $20 million GTA cut cities and villages experienced
in 2012. Nevertheless, GTA currently covers only 16% of municipal
transportation costs. In contrast, GTA covers nearly 40% of town
transportation costs.
3. Ensure Workers Can Get to Their Jobs – Invest in Mass Transit
Systems. Boost funding for the mass transit operating aids program,
which has lagged road spending over the last 10 years.
4. Regional Transportation Authorities. Support enactment of regional
transportation authority enabling legislation.

The League of Wisconsin Municipalities advocates for Wisconsin’s cities
and villages, large and small, urban and rural, red and blue, promoting
local democracy and common sense citizen-led government.
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