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Sustainably Funding Government Services in Wisconsin. 

Local governments provide essential services to communities across the United States, 

from maintaining roads and bridges to providing public safety and education. However, funding 

these services can be a complex and challenging task, with many different factors to consider. 

This is particularly true for rural communities in states like Wisconsin, where local governments 

often rely heavily on property taxes to fund their operations. As a guide to designing a fair and 

equitable system for funding town government services in Wisconsin, the following key 

principles should be carefully considered. 

First and foremost, any system for funding local government services must be based on 

the principle of fairness. This means that the burden of funding these services should be shared 

fairly across the community, with those who have more resources contributing more than those 

who have less. One of the most common ways to achieve this is through a broad-based tax, such 

as property tax. Property tax is based on the value of the property, which means that those who 

own more valuable property will pay more in taxes than those who own less valuable property. 

This makes property tax a relatively stable and predictable source of revenue for local 

governments, while also ensuring that the burden of taxation is shared fairly across the 

community. 

However, property tax can also be regressive in certain circumstances, particularly for 

low-income households. To ensure that the burden of taxation is shared fairly across the 

community, it may be necessary to incorporate some elements of progressive taxation into the 

system. This could involve using income-based tax credits or exemptions, or increasing the tax 

rate for high-value properties. By incorporating these elements of progressive taxation into the 



 

system, local governments can ensure that those who can afford to pay more are contributing 

their fair share to the funding of essential services. 

In addition to property tax, local governments can also fund their operations through user 

fees. User fees are charges for specific services, such as garbage collection or parks and 

recreation. User fees can be a more equitable way to fund certain services, as they are typically 

paid only by those who use the service. For example, a fee for using a community center would 

be paid only by those who use the center, rather than by all residents through property taxes. This 

can be a more equitable way to fund certain services, as it ensures that those who use the service 

are the ones who are paying for it. 

Another way to ensure that the burden of funding local government services is shared 

fairly across the community is through cost sharing. This could involve sharing the costs of 

certain services between neighboring towns, or between the town and the county. For example, if 

two neighboring towns share a fire department, the cost of operating that department could be 

split between the two towns based on their respective populations. This ensures that the burden 

of funding essential services is shared fairly across the entire community, rather than falling 

disproportionately on one particular town. 

Of course, any system for funding local government services must also be transparent and 

accountable. Residents should be able to easily understand how local government services are 

funded, and how their tax dollars are being spent. Local governments should also be held 

accountable for their spending decisions and should be required to report on their use of funds 

regularly. By prioritizing transparency and accountability, local governments can ensure that 

residents have trust in the system and are willing to support the funding of essential services. 



 

In conclusion, designing a fair and equitable system for funding town government 

services in Wisconsin is a complex and challenging task. However, by incorporating principles 

of fairness, progressive taxation, user fees, and cost sharing, while ensuring local control and 

transparency and accountability, local governments can ensure that essential services are funded 

in a way that is fair to all residents. It is important that local governments work closely with 

residents to develop and implement a funding system that meets the unique needs of their 

community. By doing so, they can ensure that essential services are funded in a way that 

supports their long-term health and prosperity. 


