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TAXATION AND EXPENDITURES IN THE STATE OF
WISCONSIN

SYNOPSIS

This report 15 a résumé of the first of a series of studies of taxation
and expenditures 1n the various states bemng made jomtly by the
U S Bureau of Public Roads and the Umversity of Wisconsin for
the purpose of obtaming the true facts from onginal sources Data
are presented summarizing the amounts of taxes collected on general
property and other sources by the state, counties, towns and cities,
the amounts spent by the varnous taxing umts and the purposes for
which they are expended Particular attention 1s given to the sources
of funds for highway purposes and the proportionate amounts ex-
pended upon the various classes of highways

The allied subjects of taxation and public expenditures have per-
haps been given greater attention during the present period of sub-
normal business and shrinkage of values than any others There has
been much statistical information distributed broadcast A part has
been authentic as to facts Some has been misleading because of 1n-
accuracies or umnformed use of data Much has been wilfully dis-
torted 1n planned propaganda to misinform and muslead the public

The only way possible to bring about real reforms in expenditures
or 1n taxation 1s through a careful analysis of the workings of our
present governmental organization taken as a whole At the present
moment the pendulum of public opinion swings against taxation and
against public expenditure, but this attitude does not determine the
trend of the times The future trend probably will be for the public to
do more things and to provide more facihties for 1tself If this s cor-
rect then an understanding of the details of income and outgo and a
pamnstaking readjustment of administrative organizations 1s the only
possible method to achieve intelhgent economy

This report on taxation and expenditures in the State of Wisconsin
1s briefed from a comprehensive study carried on as a research proj-
ect between the University of Wisconsin and the Bureau of Publie
Roads, directed by Dr Henry R Trumbower Mr A. R Hirst
served as Supervising Engineer and Mr. H R Briggs as Tax Con-
sultant The Wisconsin Highway Commission rendered effective co-
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operation and assistance The Wisconsin Tax Commission, other
officials, boards and commissions of the state extended every facility
for obtaining the facts regarding the details of public revenues and
expenditures
It 1s the first of a series of such studies which have been under-
taken to obtawn the true facts from o11ginal sources Similar studies
for Michigan and Ilhnoss are 1n process of completion
The primary object of these studies 1s to reach the exact facts as to
highway costs and the 1mpact of these costs upon various classes of
property and other sources of public income It seems probable, how-
ever, that certain general conclusions can be drawn that will establish
prineiples which are not now generally known and certainly not ap-
pled to this whole problem which has now suddenly become acute
Certain indications aie very evident from the Wisconsin study
Among these the following suggestions are made mn a wholly tentative
way:
(1) Any material tax reform can only be brought about after
a 1eduction 1n the number of taxing agencies
(2) The number of admimstrative organizations under our
plan of government was established to serve pioneer conditions
before the availability of modern methods of communication and
transportation There a1e now too many admimstrative units
(3) The matter of high or low taxes 1s relative and wholly de-
pendent upon other values

As stated, general conclusions will be drafted after reports from
other states aie available

The following schedules piesent the facts taken from primary
sources as to amounts and uses of taxes and imposts upon property,
public utihities and public services for the State of Wisconsin

The primary uses fo1 these data are:

(a) To determine the facts as to absolute and relative
amounts and percentages of the pubhe income devoted to high-
way 1mprovements

(b) To disclose the underlying principles which have pro-
duced the present fiscal a1rangement and balance sheet

(¢) To obtain a sound basis for any possible revision of fiscal
policies to secure a measuie of tax rehef or indicated readjust-
ments between the various sources

A secondary but important purpose 1s to meet the serious need for
fundamental infoimation 1n view of the widespread public interest
and concern as to taxation in general, and to present the uncolored
facts as to taxes and public expenditures for highways and streets
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Only a brief review 1s attempted mn this résumé of some of the more
important facts and relationships disclosed 1n the comprehensive re-
port which 1s the 1esult of a pamstaking study and analysis of all
authentic sources of information The full report will be printed and
available for distribution at an early date

TABLE I

GeneralL Propeary Taxes Leviep anp CouLEcTED, 1930

Per Cent

Imposed by Amount of Total
The State $ 4,296,800 338
The Counties 33,294,800 2622
The Towns 20,663,700 1627
Places 0-2,500 7,415,100 584
Places 2,500-15,000 10,941,300 862
Places 15,000-75,000 21,807,300 1717
Milwaukee City 28,579,400 22 50
3126,998,400 100 00

Property taxes produced $126,998,400 of the total of $211,679,900
revenues produced by all taxes and imposts by the state and 1ts umts
m 1930, or 60 per cent of the total

IMPOS1S8, RFCEIPTS AND COLLECTIONS OTHLR THAN PROPERTY TAXES

TABLE 1I

Taxes anp IMposts OTHER THAN GENERAL PROPERTY TaX IMPOSED BY THE STATE
GOVERNMENT, 1930

Types of Taxes and Imposts Amount Per Cent
Total 865,641,600 100 0
Income Tax 21,454,400 327
Income from Special Motor Vehicle Imposts 21,297,800 325
Inhentance Tax 2,645,700 40
Public Utility Taxes, Statewide 6,908,700 10 5
Publc Utility Taxes, Local 7,392,500 11 3
Insurance Co Taxes, Life 1,555,600 23
Insurance Co Taxes Other than Life 845,300 13
General Taxes 504,300 08
Local Taxes 913,100 14
Mscellaneous Fees 2,124,200 32
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TABLE III

RECEIPTS AND COLLECTIONS FROM SOURCES OTHER THAN THE GENERAL PROPERTY
TAx BY UNITS OF GOVERNMENT OTHER THAN THE StaTE, 1930

By Umits of Government Amount Per Cent
Total 819,039,900 100 0
Counties 10,436,700 54 8
Towns 337,800 18
Class I Places under 2,500 Population 605,800 32
Class II Places 2,500-15,000 Population 1,167,800 61
Class III Places 15,000-75,000 Population 3,066,500 16 1
City of Milwaukee 3,425,300 18 0

The total of the two above sources of income, $84,681,500, 1s ap-
proximately 40 per cent of all income received by all units of govern-
ment Thus, 60 per cent of the public income 1n 1930 was derived
from taxes on general property, and 40 per cent from the other sources

listed 1n this section

RATE OF TAX

The actual average total tax rates to produce the funds actually
raised by levies upon property were as follows:

In the Towns

Places 0 to 2,500
Places 2,500 to 15,000
Places 15,000 to 75,000
Milwaukee City

Average for the State

Per $100 of
Valuation

8167
250
257
224
246

$213

If all state, county, and local taxation and imposts had been levied
as a direct tax upon the true valuation of all taxable property, the ap-
proximate average tax rates would have been as follows.

In the Towns

Places 0 to 2,500
Places 2,500 to 15,000
Places 15,000 to 75,000
Milwaukee City

Average for the State

Per $100 of
Valuation

§272
412
423
391
408

$354

§
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Property taxes were therefore the following percentages of all taxes
and 1mposts paid by residents of these groups of local governmental

units:

In the Towns

Places 0 to 2,500

Places 2,500 to 15,000
Places 15,000 to 75,000
Miiwaukee City

Average for the State

BONDED INDEBTEDNESS

OuTrstaNDING INDEBTEDNESS, DECEMBER 31, 1930

Unit of Government Amount

State $ 1,363,700
Counties 49,752 800
Towns 1,735,300
Places, Class I 6,984,000
Places, Class II 12,421,000
Places, Class II1 37,090,800
Places, Class V 45,030,800

Total $154,378,400

Per Cent

614
607
608
573
603

60.2

Per Cent
09
322
11
45
81
240
292

1000

Purroses oF OuTSTANDING INDEBTEDNESS, DecEMBER 31, 1930

Incurred for Amount
Highways $ 59,879,200
Education 29,208,600
Public Benefit 47,961,100
Government, 17,329,500

Total 8154 378 400

Per Cent
38.8
189
311
112

1000

At the end of 1930 the total bonded 1ndebtedness of all units of

government 1n Wisconsin amounted to $154,378,400

With the exception of an old Cival War debt the state 1tself has no
bonds outstanding It will be noted that more than one-half of the
outstanding bonded indebtedness lies aganst the cities in the two
classes above 15,000.

The 1930 debt service on county highway bonds alone was $5,027,-
500, divided between $3,028,100 payments on prineipal, and $1,999,-
400 interest Of this amount, $3,830,800, or 76 per cent, was con-
tributed through county property taxes, and $1,196,700, or 24 per
cent, came from motor vehicle 1mposts turned over to the counties in
the form of state aid
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While the State of Wisconsin may not bond for road purposes,
special taxes levied on the motor vehicle by the state and turned to
the counties may be used to pay principal and interest on county
bonds 1ssued for highway purposes

RAILROAD TAXES

All railroad properties are assessed on an ad valorem basis by the
Wisconsin Tax Commussion, and the tax rate 1s fixed by the findings
of the commission as to the average ad valorem rate on other real
property 1n the state

In 1930 the commission fixed the railroad valuation at $359,943,-
000, and the tax rate at $ 020,449,676 per $1 00 The tax on this
basis amounted to $7,360,717

No part of the rail tax goes nto the county or local treasuries ex-
cept certain amounts on terminals 1n certain places Otherwise, the
tax goes into the state general fund None of this amount 1s used for
highways since the state’s contribution 1s himited by statute to the
amount collected 1n special taxes from motor vehicle owners The
amount of the rairoad tax 1s 8 5 per cent of all taxes and 1mposts
collected by the state in 1930

HIGIIWAY TAXES AND IMPOSTS

ALL TaxatioNn SeecrricanLy Imposep ror HicEway Purproses—1930

Amount Per Cent
Taxes Imposed on General Property
County 814,557,800 274
Local 12,629,700 238
Special Assessments 4,700,700 88
Total 831,888,200 600
Imposts upon Motor Vehicles and
their Owners and Operators
Vehicle and Diivers’ License fees 12,976,300 244
Bus and Truck Permits 47,100 01
Ton-Mile Tax 91,000 02
Motor Fuel Tax 7,947 200 149
Gasoline Inspection 236,200 04
Total $21,297,800 400

Grand Total 853,186,000 1000
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TABLE VI

CoMmpaRIsON oF HigEwAY TAaXxEs AND EXPENDITURES, 1930, SHOWING THE INCIDENCE
BY GRoUPS OF COUNTIES AND BY PLACES

Highway Highway Exl;:::iolt?xfres

Places '11‘;'::3“ Expenditures lt’ngéex::
Total $53,186,000 | 861,280,400 115 2
Towns 23,035,200 | 45,452,900 197 3
Municipalities as follows 30,150,800 15,827,500 52 4,
Class I—Places under 2,500 pop 4,806,800 3,545,400 73 7
Class II—Places 2,500-15,000 pop 5,660,700 2,805,200 49 5
Class III—Places 15,000-75,000 pop 10,650,800 5,165,000 48 4
Class V—Places over 300,000 pop 9,032,500 4,311,900 47 7

TABLE VII

TaxaTioN Uron Common CARRIER MoToR Busgs AND MoTor TRUGCKS IN

WiscoNsIN IN 1930

Boses Trucks Total
Number licensed 447 569 1,016
All Wisconsin Taxes $616,758 | $121,892 | $738,650
On the Motor Vehicle—
Vehicle Licenses $321,442 | § 45,801 | $367,243
Fuel Taxes 158,030 24,998 | 183,028
Ton Mile 67,522 23,484 91,006
Regulatory Fees 25,336 17,700 43,036
Total $572,330 | $111,983 | $684,313 92 6%
Other Taxes and Imposts—
Property Taxes $ 44,160 | $ 7,846 | § 52,006
State Income 268 2,063 2,331
Total $ 44,428 |8 9,909 | $ 54,337 7 4%
MILEAGES TRAVELED
Buses Trucks Total
Urban 10,211,957 | 1,330,713 | 11,542,670
Rural 7,999,593 | 4,279,138 | 12,278,731
Total 18,211,550 | 5,609,851 | 23,821,401
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APPENDIX

STATE OF WISCONSIN

Wisconsin 1s representative of the large States of the Mississipp1 Valley whose
highway development has taken place largely within the last two decades It has
a land area of 55256 square miles In 1930 the population was 2,939,006 It
has an assessed (true) valuation of taxable property, exclusive of railroads and
some other public service property, of $5,896,513,000 It ranks 24th in area and
13th m population From 1920 to 1930 the State’s population increased 117 per
cent In 1930 the population was divided nto 371 per cent rural and 629 per cent
urban

GOVERNMEN'T

The State of Wisconsin was admitted to the Union in 1848 It was originally
a part of the Northwest Termitory, later a part of Ohio and then of Michigan
It has the usual form of State Government There are certamn 1mmportant features
m which the State administration differs from many of the other States One
of these of particular and important interest 15 the wide authority vested 1n,
and exercised by, the State Tax Commission

There are 71 counties, each governed by a Board of Supervisors Counties
are subdivided into 1,280 towns which correspond to the township umit of
government in most of the other States Townships are governed by a board
consisting of a chairman and two other members

There are 359 incorporated villages and 144 mcorporated cities, each with 1ts
own set of officers There are 18 other cities having a population of over 15,000,
but Milwaukee City and County constitute the only metropohtan area The City
of Milwaukee has a population of 578249

In addition to the officials who head the various umits of government, there
are school boards m charge of the common schools, graded, high, vocational and
continuation These school boards are elected by thewr districts or appointed by
a governing body of the unit in which they exist and have the power to deter-
mine the levy for public school purposes

AGRIOULT'URE AND MANUFACTURING

Wisconsin 1s thought of as prnimanly an agricultural State It has a highly
developed dairy industry It also produces hive stock and feeds It has a large
canning industry especially of peas, corn and beans Tobacco 1s raised 1n quantity
and fruit culture 1s extensive in some small sections . The estimate of the US
Department of Agnculture of the value of agneultural products for 1927 was
$430,979,800 The products of manufacturing however are greater in value These
Interests are largely concentrated in the City of Milwaukee The value of these
products for 1927 was estimated by the U S Department of Commerce at
$1,975,653,000 Of this amount $828,325,000 was the added value due to manufac-
turing processes carried on within the State

Onginally there was a large stand of virgin timber which has now been largely
cut, although there are many wood working and wood products plants still 1n
operation, especially paper mills
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DISCUSSION ON FINANCE
ABSTRACTED

Mr M W TorxeLson, Acting State Highway Engineer, Wis-
consin  Owing to a constitutional limitation Wisconsin cannot issue
state bonds for hghway purposes The use of county allotments for
state road construction to retire bonds 1ssued by the counties for state
road construction has always been optional. Recent legislation 1n the
interests of tax reduction on general property provided increases
motor vehicle fees and gasoline taxes, made the use of county allot-
ments for bond retirement compulsory , exempted motor vehicles from
personal property tax, but provided for return of an amount equal to
that formerly collected from the license fees; increased the amount re-
turned for the use on local roads and streets from $2,000,000 to
$4,000,000 annually ; increased the amounts returned for county trunk
hghways to $3,000,000 the imcrease being about $700,000 and re-
lieved the counties of all responsibility for maintenance of state
highways

Mz Berr Myers, Engineer of Materwals and Tests, Iowa Highway
Commission The state of Towa has done away with the township as
a unit of road admimstration The township roads are now admims-
tered by the county supervisors, with the advice of the township
trustees and subject to the approval of the State Highway Commussion

Proressor R L Morrison, Umwersity of Michagan In Michigan
starting this year the township roads are being taken over by the
counties at the rate of 20 per cent each year As these roads are
taken over they are financed by appropriations from the motor ve-
hicle tax funds

Docror J G. McKay, Durector, Cleveland Highway Research
Bureau In Ohio a powerful orgamzation of some 4,200 township
trustees succeeded 1n diverting about $1,500,000 of the license fee and
gasoline tax money to the improvement of the township system. Doc-
tor McKay pointed out the great wastefulness inherent 1n the expendi-
ture of large sums 1n this way on scattered projects without central
control Wath respect to the growing demand from the metropolitan
areas for larger shares of the returns from license fees and fuel taxes,
he stated that he believed a better trend would be toward the exten-
sion of the state highways through those areas, in which case the
money would be spent on specific projects under central control



