Glossary of Wisconsin Government Terms
Account. A classification established for the purpose of recording revenues and expenditures. (The
various classifications used are likely to be drawn from a “chart of accounts” developed or adopted by the
unit of government.)
Accrual Basis of Accounting. The basis in which revenues are recorded when earned (whether or not
actual payment is received at that time) and expenditures are recorded when goods and services are
received (whether or not payment is made at that time).
Accountability. The state of being obliged to explain one’s actions, to justify what one does.
Accountability requires governments to answer to the citizenry -- to justify the raising of public resources
and the purposes for which they are used.
Activity. A specific and distinguishable service performed by one or more organizational components of
a government to accomplish a function for which the government is responsible (e.g., police is an activity
within the public safety function).
Ad Valorem Tax. A tax based on value (e.g., a property tax).
Adopted Budget. The governing body shall adopt by a majority vote financial plan for the ensuing fiscal
year.
It shall contains; a general summary, detailed estimates of all anticipated revenue, all
expenditures, and a compensation schedule.
Allocation. Most often refers to the division of tax proceeds among local agencies.
Allotment. A part of an appropriation that may be encumbered or expended during a given period.
Amended Budget. Legal alterations to the Adopted Budget as provided by Wisconsin Statutes that
require a two-thirds vote of the governing body
Appropriation. A legal authorization granted by the governing body which permits public officials to
incur obligations and make expenditures up to the amount of money allocated and within time limits set
by the governing body. Does not mean it will be fully expended.
Assessed Valuation. A dollar value placed upon real estate or personal property by the local assessor,
as a basis for levying property taxes.
Audit. A careful examination, using generally accepted accounting principles and practices, giving the
independent auditor’s opinion whether or not revenues and expenditures are fairly reported.
Basis of Accounting. A term used to refer to when revenues, expenditures, expenses, and transfers -and the related assets and liabilities -- are recognized in the accounts and reported in the financial
statements (Accrual, Modified Accrual, or Cash).
Balance Sheet. A statement which discloses the financial condition of an entity by assets, liabilities,
reserves, and equities of a fund or account group at a specific date to exhibit financial position.
Balanced Budget. A budget in which revenues and expenditures are equal.
Bill. A term used to denote a law or statute passed by the State legislative bodies, which is listed by the
body in which introduced it. AB indicates it was first introduced in the Assembly, SB represents the
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Senate.
Bond. A City may raise capital by issuing a written promise to pay a specified sum of money called the
face value, or principal amount, at a specified date or dates in the future, together with periodic interest,
at a special rate.
Bond Rating. A level of risk assigned to general obligation debt assessed by a rating agency, such as
Moody’s, S & P, Fitch, etc. The higher the rating, the less risky the bonds are.
Budget. A financial and program operation plan to provide services and capital assets which lists
appropriations and the means of financing them for a given time period.
Budget Calendar. The schedule of events that need to occur and the date or period of time for each to
occur in the preparation, review and adoption of a budget.
Budget Message. The opening section of the budget prepared by the Chief Administrative or Executive
Officer which provides the governing body and the public with a general summary of the most important
aspects of budget policy, including changes from the current and previous fiscal years.
Budgetary Control. The control or management of a government or enterprise in accordance with an
adopted budget for the purpose of keeping expenditures within the limitations of available appropriations
and revenues.
Capital Improvements. Physical improvements which typically cost over $5,000 and will have a useful
life of a year or more and involve the construction or reconstruction of a physical asset. Examples are
street reconstruction, storm drain construction, recreational and other facility construction, etc. Also
known as capital assets or fixed assets.
Capital Improvement Plan. A plan listing priorities for major capital improvement projects anticipated
over a fixed number of years (usually three to seven years), their costs, and methods of financing the
expenditures.
Capital Outlay. A budget category which accounts for all furniture and equipment having a unit cost of
$1,000 or more and a useful life of more than one year.
Cash Basis of Accounting. The basis in which revenues are recorded when received in cash and
expenditures are recorded when payment is made in cash.
Contingency Funds. Assets or other resources set aside to provide for unforeseen expenditures or for
anticipated expenditures of uncertain amounts.
Debt. An obligation resulting from the borrowing of money or purchase of goods and services. Debts of
governments include bonds, time warrants and notes.
Debt Limit. The maximum amount of debt legally permitted. In Wisconsin General Obligation debt is
limited to 5% of the equalized value.
Debt Service. The amount of money required to pay principal and interest on outstanding debt.
Defeasance. Defeasance occurs with the refunding of an outstanding bond issue before the final
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payment, or a provision for future payment, of principal and interest on a prior issue.
Deficit. The excess of expenditures/uses over revenues/resources.
Department. An organizational unit comprised of programs and sub-programs. Each department is
managed by a single director.
Depreciation. The portion of the total expended to acquire a capital asset charged as an expense
during a particular period of time. Depreciation is usually estimated in a straight line calculation in which
the original value is decreased each year as a percentage of full value over the expected life of the asset.
Designated for Subsequent Year. A portion of this year’s unreserved fund balance to provide for the
excess of expenditures and other financing uses over revenues and other financing sources budgeted in
the next year.
Division. A unit within a Department that contains the necessary administrative services to function as a
self-contained program or service.
Eminent Domain. The power of a government to acquire private property for public purposes. It is used
frequently to obtain real property that cannot be purchased from owners in a voluntary transaction.
When the power of eminent domain is exercised, owners normally are compensated by the government
in an amount determined by an independent appraisal of the property.
Employee Benefits. Compensation in addition to regular salary or wages provided to an employee. This
includes health insurance, life insurance, dental insurance, Social Security, Wisconsin Retirement, and
salary continuance (disability insurance).
Encumbrances. Financial commitments related to unperformed services or contracts for goods for
which part of an appropriation has been reserved.
Endowment. Funds or property that are donated with either a temporary or permanent restriction as to
the use of principal.
Enterprise Fund. A type of fund established to account for the total costs of those governmental
facilities and services which are operated in a manner similar to a private business.
Equalized Valuation. The statutory full market value of all taxable property within each jurisdiction
(except agricultural land is valued based on income). The State Department of Revenue analyzes market
sales statewide to estimate the full market (or equalized) value for each jurisdiction. Equalized values
provide a means of comparing different jurisdictions, even if they are assessed at different percentages
of market value. Equalized values are used to apportion the levies of overlying districts (for example,
schools and counties) to the municipalities within them. Also, they are used in distribution formulas for
certain types of state aid to local governments. The state values are needed because municipalities
assess property at varying percentages of market value.
Expenditures. Expenditures include current operating expenses which require the current or future use
of net current assets, service and capital outlays.
Expenses. Decreases in net total assets. Expenses represent total cost of operations during a period
regardless of the timing of related expenditures.
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Fines and Forfeitures. The automatic loss of cash or other property as a penalty for not complying with
legal provisions and as compensation for the resulting damages or losses.

Fiscal Year. A twelve-month period of time used for budgeting, accounting or tax collection purposes
which may differ from a calendar year. Wisconsin municipal entities operate on a calendar basis from
January 1 to December 31.
Fixed Budget. A budget setting forth dollar amounts that are not subject to change based on the
volume of goods or services to be provided.
Fixed assets. See “Capital Improvements.”
Franchise. A special privilege granted by a government permitting the continuing use of public property,
such as City streets, and usually involving the elements of monopoly and regulation.
Full Time Equivalent (FTE). A term used to compare the hours budgeted for regular full-time and
regular part-time, temporary part-time and overtime based on 2,080 hours annually of a full time
position.
Function. A group of related activities aimed at accomplishing a major service or regulatory program for
which a government is responsible (e.g., public safety).
Fund. An independent fiscal and accounting term used to record all financial transactions related to the
specific purpose for which the fund was created.
Fund Balance. The fund equity of governmental funds and trust funds consisting of the excess of assets
over liabilities. Two type of Fund Balance are:

Reserved Fund Balance – A portion of fund balance, which is not available for other
expenditures and is legally segregated for a specific use.

Unreserved Fund Balance
• Designated – A portion of fund balance established to indicate tentative plans for financial
resource utilization in a future period. Such plans are subject to change and may never be legally
authorized or result in expenditures such as designations for operations and for subsequently
budgeted expenditures.
• Undesignated – The remainder of fund balance which is neither reserved nor designated.
Governmental Fund Types. Funds used to account for the acquisition, use and balances of expendable
financial resources and the related current liabilities -- except those accounted for in proprietary funds
and fiduciary funds. In essence, these funds are accounting segregations of financial resources.
Grant. Contributions or gifts of cash or other assets from another governmental entity to be used or
expended for a specific purpose, activity or facility.
Impact Fees. Fees charged to developers to cover, in whole or in part, the anticipated cost of
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improvements that will be necessary as a result of the development (e.g., parks, sidewalks).
Infrastructure. Facilities on which the continuance and growth of a community depend on such as
roads, water lines, sewers, public buildings, parks and so forth.
In-Lieu Tax. Tax levied or payment in place of another tax or taxes.
Interfund Transfers. Transfers are classified into residual equity transfers and operating transfers.
Residual equity transfers are non-recurring or non-routine transfers of equity between funds. Operating
transfers reflect ongoing operating subsidies between funds. An example of operating transfer is when
the General Fund would report its annual subsidy to fund capital improvements in the Capital Projects
Fund.
Internal Service Fund. A fund used to account for the financing of goods or services provided by one
department or agency to the other departments or agencies of a government, or to other governments,
on a cost-reimbursement basis.
Lapse. As applied to appropriations, the automatic termination of an appropriation. Except for
indeterminate appropriations, an appropriation is made for a certain period of time. At the end of this
period, any unexpended or unencumbered balance thereof lapses, unless otherwise provided by law.
Levy. To impose taxes, special assessments or service charges for the support of governmental
activities.
Liquidity. The ability to convert an investment (of idle funds) quickly in order to meet obligations with
minimum loss of earning power.
Line-item. The classification of expenditures on the basis of categories called objects-of-expenditure and
within each category more detailed line-items (salaries, travel, telephone expense, etc.). (This type of
budget, traditionally used among local units of government, focuses attention on how much money is
spent and for what purpose rather than the activity affected or its outcomes.)
Management letter. A letter from the independent auditors that is usually a series of findings or
recommendations on ways the financial management policies and practices may be improved.
Maintenance and Operations. A budget category which accounts for all the supplies, goods, and
services required to support a program or activity.
Measurement Focus. The accounting convention that determines (1) which assets and which liabilities
are included on a government’s balance sheet and where they are reported there, and (2) whether an
operating statement presents information on the flow of financial resources (revenues and expenditures)
or information on the flow of economic resources (revenues and expenses).
Mission. A statement defining the major reasons for the existence of the department including its
purpose.
Modified Accrual Basis. The accrual basis of accounting adapted to the governmental fund-type
measurement focus. Under it, revenues and other financial resource increments (e.g., bond issue
proceeds) are recognized when they become susceptible to accrual, that is when they become both
“measurable” and “available to finance expenditures of the current period.” “Available” means collectible
in the current period or soon enough thereafter to be used to pay liabilities of the current period.
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Expenditures are recognized when the fund liability is incurred except for (1) inventories of materials and
supplies that may be considered expenditures either when purchased or when used, and (2) prepaid
insurance and similar items that may be considered expenditures either when paid for or when
consumed. All governmental funds, expendable trust funds and agency funds are accounted for using the
modified accrual basis of accounting.

Municipal. Any county, city, village, town, technical college district, special purpose district or board or
commission, and any public or quasi-public corporation or board or commission created pursuant to
statue, ordinance or resolution, bust does not include the state, a state agency, or corporation chartered
by the state or a school district. In its broadest sense, an adjective denoting the state and all subordinate
units of government. In a more restricted sense, an adjective denoting a city or village as opposed to
other local governments.
Objectives. Departmental statements describing significant activities to be accomplished during the
fiscal year.
Objects of Expenditures. The individual expenditure accounts used to record each type of expenditure
are categorized into groups of similar types of expenditure City operations may incur. For budgeting
purposes, objects of expenditure are categorized into groups of similar types of expenditures called major
categories of expenditure. The principal objects of expenditure used in the budget are:
¨ Personnel Services. Salaries and fringe benefits paid to City employees. Includes items such as
health/dental insurance, retirement contributions, educational and other benefits.
¨ Maintenance and Operations. Supplies and other materials/services used in the normal operations
of City departments. Includes items such as books, chemicals and construction materials, consultant
contracts, vehicle use charges, advertising, travel and utilities.
¨ Capital Outlay. A budget category which budgets all equipment having a unit cost of more than
$1,000 and an estimated useful life of more than one year. This includes furniture, automobiles,
machinery, equipment and other types of fixed assets.
Obligations. Amounts a government may be required legally to meet out of its resources. They include
not only actual liabilities, but also unliquidated encumbrances.
Operating Budget. A financial, programmatic, and organization plan, for furthering the goals of the
governing body for the current year.
Operating Transfers. All interfund (between fund) and intrafund (within funds) appropriation transfers
other than residual equity transfers, (Fund Balance), e.g. legally authorized, to the appropriation unit of
the fund through which the resources are to be expended.
Other Financing Sources. Funds received from general long-term debt proceeds, operating transfers
in, and material proceeds of fixed asset dispositions. Such amounts are classified separately from
operating revenues.
Other Financing Uses. Funds used for operating transfers out. Such amounts are classified separately
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from expenditures.
Ordinance. A formal legislative enactment by the City Council. An Ordinance has the full force and effect
of law within the City boundaries, unless it is in conflict with any higher form of law, such as a State
Statute or constitutional provision. An Ordinance has a higher legal standing than a Resolution.
Performance Budget. A budget that bases expenditures primarily upon measurable performance of
activities and work programs. A performance budget may also incorporate other bases of expenditure
classification, such as character and object class, but these are secondary to activity performance.
Per Capita Income. Total income divided by the population.
Performance Measures. Indicators that allow the assessment of program accomplishments.
Personnel Costs. Budget category used to denote salaries and wages as well as all associated benefits
such as employer paid pension cost, social security, health life, dental, and disability insurances, vacation,
holidays and sick leave.
Principal. In the context of bonds, the face value or par value of a bond or issue of bonds payable on
stated dates of maturity.
Program. A division of a department which specifies a particular group of activities.
Program budget. The classification of expenditures on the basis of programs, significant problems or
policy issues each attempts to deal with, and alternatives for dealing with them. (This type of budget
focuses attention on the kinds of problems and policy issues chief executives and governing bodies are
expected to resolve and, in a summary fashion, the resources needed to resolve them.)
Property Tax. Taxes levied and revenue received based on both real and personal property assessed
valuation and the tax rate.
Proprietary Fund Types. Sometimes referred to as income determination or commercial-type funds,
the classification used to account for a government’s ongoing organizations and activities that are similar
to those often found in the private sector (i.e., enterprise and internal revenue funds). All assets,
liabilities, equities, revenues, expenses and transfers relating to the government’s business and quasibusiness activities are accounted for through proprietary funds.
Reappropriation. The amount of money budgeted for a project in a prior year, but not spent, or
encumbered, and which needs to be appropriated again in the current year.
Reimbursements. Payments remitted on behalf of another party, department, or fund. These amounts
are recorded as expenditures, or expenses, in the reimbursing fund, and as reductions of the
expenditure, or expense, in the fund that is reimbursed.
Reserve. An account used to earmark a portion of the fund balance as legally segregated, for a specific
use.
Restricted assets. An account set up to control monies or other resources, the use of which is
restricted by legal or contractual requirements.
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Resolution. A special order of the governing body, which requires less legal formality than an
Ordinance, in terms of public notice, and the number of public readings prior to approval. A Resolution
has lower legal standing than an Ordinance.
Revenues. Amount received for taxes, fees, permits, licenses, interest, use of property, and
intergovernmental sources during the fiscal year.
Special Assessment. A compulsory levy made against certain properties to defray all or part of the cost
of a specific capital improvement or service deemed to benefit primarily those properties.

Special Revenue Funds. This fund is separately administered because revenues are restricted by the
City Council, the State of Wisconsin, the Federal Government, or other governmental agencies as to how
the City may spend them.
State Aid. Funds made available by the State of Wisconsin for distribution to local governments based
on a prescribed formula of distribution to offset some expenditures.
Statute. A written law enacted by the State of Wisconsin Legislature.
Sub-Program. A division of the program unit. Sub-programs are used to further define a program to
assist management and citizenry in better assessing the costs of providing an identifiable service.
Tax Levy. The total amount of revenues to be raised by property taxes. Property taxes are levied in the
current year for the following year appropriations.
Tax Levy Rate (Mill Rate). The amount of taxes levied for each $1,000 (mill) of assessed property
valuation. For example, a tax levy budget of $2.5 million (total property tax assessment) with a property
tax base of $1 billion (value of all taxable property) would generate a levy rate of $2.50 per $1,000 of
assessed value. On a house value at $100,000, the property tax would equal $250 ($100 x $2.50).
Tax Increment Districts (TID). Districts designated as areas of redevelopment, within a municipality.
Financing is made available for projects that stimulate development or redevelopment that would not
otherwise occur. To finance the cost of improvements, property taxes levied on any increased property
value within the TID district are diverted from the overlying taxing jurisdictions (municipal, school district,
vocational district and county) and, instead, are placed in a special account. The money in the account is
used to pay the project and /or debt service costs.
Transfer of funds. An approved movement of monies from one separate fund to another fund. Often
budgets call for Transfers In to the General Fund to pay for centralized expenditures such as utilities,
insurance, or fringe benefits. Transfers Out from the General Fund may be required to subsidize new
special activity funds or those with insufficient or unreliable revenue sources.
Workplan. A schedule which identifies major action steps, time frames, and person(s) responsible for
accomplishment of a department, or division objective.
Zero-base budget. A budgeting approach whereby the expenditure amount for each line item is
examined in its entirety each year, regardless of prior funding. Those items that cannot be justified are
subject to elimination.
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Acronyms: Below are definitions for various acronyms commonly used in local government.

AA:
AB:
ADA:
ALA:
AWWA:
CAD:
CAD:
CBRF:
CDA:
CDBG:
CEU:
CFO:
CIP:
CAFR:
CSO:
CPI:
DARE:
DATCP:
DHFS:
DHS:
DIHLR:
DLTCL:
DNR:
DOA:
DOC:
DOJ:
DOR:
DOT:
DPI:
DPW:
EAP:
EEOC:
EMS:
EOE:
EPA:
ERD:
ETF:
FAQ:
FCC:
FDA:
FEMA:

Affirmative Action
Assembly Bill
American Disabilities Act
American Library Association
American Water Works Association
Computer Aided Dispatch
Computer Aided Design
Community Based Residential Facility
Community Development Authority
Community Development Block Grant
Continuing Education Unit
Chief Financial Officer
Capital Improvement Project
Comprehensive Annual Financial Report
Community Services Officer
Consumer Price Index
Drug Awareness Resistance Education
Department of Agriculture, Trade, and Consumer Protection
Department of Health and Family Services
Department of Homeland Security
Department of Industry, Labor and Human Relations
Division of Libraries, Technology, and Community Learning
Department of Natural Resources
Department of Administration
Department of Commerce
Department of Justice
Department of Revenue
Department of Transportation
Department of Public Instruction
Department of Public Works
Employee Assistance Program
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (Fed)
Emergency Medical Services
Equal Opportunity Employer
Environmental Protection Agency
Equal Rights Division (State)
Employee Trust Fund
Frequently Asked Question
Federal Communications Commission
Food and Drug Administration
Federal Emergency Management Agency
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FICA:
FLSA:
FMLA:
FTE:
FTO:
GAAP:
GASB:
GFOA:
GIS:
GO:
HIPPA:
HR:
HUD:
HVAC:
ICMA:
ISTEA:
IT:
LGIP:
LFB:
LRB:
LTD:
MOU:
M&O:
NRPA:
OCJP:
PPE:
PSC:
QEO:
RFP:
ROW:
SB:
SCADA:
SWAT:
SWOT:
TID:
TIF:
UC:
UCR:
WAPL:
WC:
WCMA:
WHEDA:
WDOT:
WPRA:

Federal Insurance Contributions Act
Fair Labor Standards Act
Family Medical Leave Act
Full Time Equivalent
Field Training Officer
General Accepted Accounting Principles
Governmental Accounting Standards Board
Government Finance Officers Association
Geographical Information System
General Obligation
Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act
Human Resources
Housing and Urban Development
Heating/Ventilation & Air-Conditioning
International City/County Management Association
Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act
Information Technology
Local Government Investment Pool
Legislative Fiscal Bureau
Legislative Reference Bureau
Long-term Disability
Memorandum of Understanding
Maintenance & Operations
National Park and Recreation Association
Office of Criminal Justice Planning
Personal Protective Equipment
Public Service Commission
Qualified Economic Offer
Request for Proposal
Right-of-Way
Senate Bill
Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition
Special Weapons and Tactics
Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats
Tax Increment District
Tax Increment Financing
Unemployment Compensation
Uniform Crime Report
Wisconsin Association of Public Libraries
Workers Compensation
Wisconsin City/County Management Association
Wisconsin Housing and Economic Development Authority
Wisconsin Department of Transportation
Wisconsin Park and Recreation Association
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WLA:
WRS:
WWA:

Wisconsin Library Association
Wisconsin Retirement System
Wisconsin Water Association
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