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2015 Milwaukee County budget focuses on structural deficit     

Restructuring is a priority while few new investments would occur       

 

MILWAUKEE – Thursday, October 16, 2014 – In its annual analysis of the Milwaukee County 

Executive’s recommended budget, the Public Policy Forum notes an almost “singular focus” on 

the County’s structural deficit, which is reflected by a series of restructuring and resizing 

initiatives, as well as a continued demand for sacrifice by County employees.  While the 

approach bridges a substantial 2015 budget gap and sets the stage for additional long-term 

savings, the Forum’s analysis also notes that the same budget-cutting strategies may not be 

viable in future years.   

 

“Overall, the budget’s effort to hold the line on departmental spending and creatively seek 

structural savings is fiscally responsible and reflective of the County’s ongoing fiscal 

challenges,” says the report.  “A key question, however, is whether long-term balance can be 

achieved with a strategy that leans so heavily on annual demands for departments to operate 

more efficiently with fewer resources.”   

 

The report praises the sound financial management practices established in the budget and cites 

notable efforts to create efficiencies by pursuing restructuring initiatives and service-sharing 

agreements with municipal governments.  It also raises concerns, however, about the size of the 

County’s infrastructure repair backlog and about the efficacy of annual reductions in employee 

compensation given possible impacts on recruitment and morale. 

mailto:rhenken@publicpolicyforum.org


 

 

“The debatable issue is whether some additional reinvestment might be possible without 

sacrificing sound fiscal principles and long-term solvency; or, if not, whether it is time to 

consider eliminating entire service areas altogether so that resources can be redirected to those 

that remain,” says the report.            

 

The report analyzes the key budget strategies that eliminate a $32 million budget gap, including 

employee health care changes, a freeze on wages, modest use of reserves, and efforts to curb 

departmental spending through outsourcing, reorganization, and the transfer of services to 

municipalities.  The report also discusses important budget issues related to the Office of the 

Sheriff, mental health services, and parks and cultural institutions. 

 

A question mark is whether the strategies used in the 2015 recommended budget can be repeated 

in future years as the primary means of balancing the budget.  For example, the report asks 

whether the County’s infrastructure repair backlog ultimately will be too comprehensive and too 

critical to defer; whether asking County employees to absorb cuts in compensation year after 

year will harm employee recruitment, retention, and morale; and whether the County’s limited 

reserves can continue to be tapped to offset the annual budget deficit. 

 

“Overall, the 2015 recommended budget’s ability to bridge a substantial budget gap without 

slashing services or raising taxes is a significant feat that should not be understated,” the report 

concludes.  “At the same time, it is important to recognize that because certain longstanding 

problems continue to linger, the degree of difficulty is likely to increase in future budgets.”   

 

The county budget brief can be downloaded at www.publicpolicyforum.org.  The Forum’s 2015 

City of Milwaukee budget brief was released earlier this week. 

 

Milwaukee-based Public Policy Forum, established in 1913 as a local government watchdog, is a 

nonpartisan, nonprofit organization dedicated to enhancing the effectiveness of government and 

the development of southeastern Wisconsin through objective research of public policy issues. 
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