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NEWS

MADISON—The pending 2015-17 state budget proposes scaling back the offi ces of both the secretary of state 

and state treasurer.  This continues a decades-long trend of curtailing the duties and powers of some of Wisconsin’s 

elected constitutional offi cers. 

Since statehood, Wisconsin has had six constitutional offi cers, all elected on statewide ballots.  While Wisconsin’s 

governor and attorney general have gained authority in recent decades, the legislature has chipped away at the power 

of other constitutional offi cers, particularly the secretary of state, treasurer, and lieutenant governor, shifting duties 

and responsibilities from elected offi cials to unelected state agency personnel.  

A new report from Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance (WISTAX), “Chipping Away at Tradition: Constitutional 

Offi ces Past and Present” examines the shift in responsibilities of Wisconsin’s elected constitutional offi ces.  Now 

in its 84th year, WISTAX is a nonpartisan organization devoted to public policy research and citizen education.  

Wisconsin’s secretary of state had many more responsibilities when the offi ce was created in 1848 than it 

does today.  In addition to “keeping the state’s records and conducting its offi cial correspondence,” the secretary of 

state: served as state auditor; administered vehicle registrations, titles, and licenses; and administered corporate law, 

chartering domestic corporations and licensing foreign ones.  The secretary was also the “central election offi cer of 

the state,” had a broader range of custodial duties, and was more involved in state publications.  Today, the Wisconsin 

constitution requires the secretary to “keep a fair record of the offi cial acts of the legislature and executive department 

of the state,” though various other duties are outlined in the statutes.  

The secretary of state’s declining set of responsibilities makes Wisconsin somewhat unusual.  The secretary 

of state here is one of only eight without publication duties, and one of only six with no offi cial role in elections. 

The duties of the state treasurer have followed a similar trend.  In 1930, the treasurer had “custody of all 

state funds,” received “all moneys paid into the treasury,” and issued “checks in payment of all claims.”  Until the 
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2013-15 state budget, the treasurer was responsible for the “receipt, custody, oversight, and disbursement of 

unclaimed property.”  Now the state Department of Revenue (DOR) handles unclaimed property, and state law 

requires only that the treasurer help promote the unclaimed property program in consultation with DOR.  Other 

than serving on several boards, most notably the Board of Commissioners of Public Lands, the Wisconsin state 

treasurer today has few offi cial duties.

Wisconsin is one of only two states where the treasurer is not responsible for banking services, and the 

only state in which the treasurer is not responsible for cash management.  In many states, the treasurer is also 

responsible for overseeing trust fund investments (36), bond issuance (31), debt service (35), arbitrage (25), and 

college savings plans (26). 

The lieutenant governor is a third constitutional offi ce that has seen its duties dwindle.  In 1848, the lieutenant 

governor was president of the senate (similar to the U.S. vice president), with the power to assign bills and to 

cast a deciding vote in the event of a tie.  That changed in 1981 after a 1979 constitutional amendment allowed 

the senate to choose its president from among its members.  Now, Wisconsin’s lieutenant governor’s main 

responsibility is to serve as acting governor at the request of the governor or when the governor is temporarily 

unable to perform the duties of the offi ce due to impeachment, incapacitation, or absence from the state.

The vast majority of states have a lieutenant governor, but the position has responsibilities in other states 

that it does not have in Wisconsin.  The lieutenant governor presides over the senate in 27 states and breaks 

roll-call ties in 24.  Less commonly, the lieutenant governor is responsible for appointing committees (9) and 

assigning bills (8).

  A free copy of The Wisconsin Taxpayer magazine, “Chipping Away at Tradition: Constitutional Offi ces 

Past and Present” is available by visiting www.wistax.org; emailing wistax@wistax.org; calling 608.241.9789; 

or writing WISTAX at 401 North Lawn Ave., Madison, WI 53704-5033.  

(Editor’s Note:  An electronic version of this release is available at www.wistax.org.)


