
 

 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

Contact: Jason Stein, Research Director 
   (608) 982-0323 

  jstein@wispolicyforum.org 
 

Wisconsin Policy Forum Releases Updated 2020 Municipal DataTool  
Interactive Tool Provides Important Context on Municipal Finances for Today’s Turbulent Times 

 
MADISON – As communities face economic upheaval from COVID-19, the Wisconsin Policy Forum 
offers new data to bolster Wisconsinites’ understanding of city and village finances throughout the 
state.   
 
The updated 2020 Municipal DataTool includes, for the first time, figures on municipal fund 
balances, offering a look at potential financial reserves for these governments at a critical time.  
 
Our findings suggest Wisconsin municipalities as a whole significantly bolstered their balances in 
2018, which could leave some communities better prepared for fiscal challenges to come. However, 
these data should be interpreted with caution because the fund balances are, in many cases, not 
available for addressing lost revenues or higher costs from the coronavirus. 
 
The DataTool includes state data on all 600 municipalities in Wisconsin, from the village of Big Falls 
(population 57) to the city of Milwaukee. It supplements our School DataTool, which provides data on 
Wisconsin school districts.  
 
The municipal data is grouped into the following areas: property taxes, spending, debt, fund 
balances, shared revenue and property values, and income and population. The latest six years of 
data are provided, enabling users to see trends over time (generally from 2013 to 2018). For each 
subject, users may choose data from as many as 10 municipalities to compare, as well as compare 
across all municipalities in a county. 
 
The tool also includes a “Key Findings” section that summarizes statewide findings from the data, 
such as: 
 

• Among municipalities that reported fund balance data in 2018, total fund balances rose 
from $3.1 billion to $3.5 billion. This one-year increase of nearly $373 million (12.1%) 
outpaced the total growth from 2013 to 2017 of almost $298 million. Per capita fund 
balances grew 10.6%, from $746 to $825. 

• Per capita net police spending rose from $274 to $278 (1.5%). This increase is in line with 
increases from previous years that were just below the rate of inflation. It is also one of the 
larger categories of spending and has increased slightly more relative to others in prior years. 
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• Equalized property values in Wisconsin’s municipalities grew from $352.4 billion to $374.4 
billion (6.2%) from 2018 to 2019. There were more municipalities that saw greater than a 
10% increase in equalized value (52) than there were municipalities that saw a decline (35). 

• General obligation debt held by cities and villages increased from $7.0 billion to $7.3 billion 
(4.9%) from 2017 to 2018, while debt per capita grew from $1,688 to $1,746 (3.4%). 
However, due to the growth in property values, the amount of debt as a percentage of the 
allowed state limit (5% of equalized property values) shrunk from 42.1% in 2017 to 39.1% 

• In 2019, per capita property tax levies rose from $603 to $614 (1.8%) – a considerably 
lower increase than the rise in property values and below the 2.4% increase in inflation. 
Under state law, cities and villages generally can only raise property taxes for operations by 
the rate of net new construction within their boundaries, but not for growth in existing 
property values.  

 
The tool is a digital version of MunicipalFacts, previously published annually by one of the Forum’s 
predecessor organizations, the Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance.  
 
Forum President Rob Henken said the Municipal DataTool furthers the organization’s mission of 
providing policymakers with timely data that they can use to craft informed solutions to pressing 
policy challenges, which is especially critical during this difficult year which has seen a global 
pandemic, an economic crisis, and calls for racial justice.  
 
“Our proud tradition of promoting citizen engagement and productive cooperation between public 
and private sector leaders is especially relevant today,” Henken said. “Providing accessible, 
comprehensive fiscal and demographic data on Wisconsin municipalities will hopefully inform 
discussions of how we overcome the budgetary, service, and social challenges in our communities.”  
 
Click here to access the Municipal DataTool. 

The Wisconsin Policy Forum is the state’s leading source of nonpartisan, independent research on 
state and local public policy. As a nonprofit, our research is supported by members including 
hundreds of corporations, nonprofits, local governments, school districts, and individuals. Visit 
wispolicyforum.org to learn more. 
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