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City Budget Address 2020 

Mayor Cory Mason 

October 21, 2019 

  

Good evening. Tonight it is my honor and duty as your Mayor to present my 2020 budget to the 

City Council for consideration. 

  

The City of Racine is my hometown, and I ran for Mayor not only because I am proud of our 

City’s innovations and legacies of the past, but because I believe in our City’s bright future. I 

believe Racine is a community of choice, a community that creates and nurtures a strong and 

thriving middle class, a community that fosters equity and inclusion for all of our residents, a 

community that leverages technology and data in smart, forward-looking ways, and a 

community that sustainably addresses climate change. I wake up every day focused on this 

vision, and the budget I present to you tonight reflects our great progress towards achieving 

these shared goals.  

  

Make no mistake: our work together to achieve this new vision of Racine and to present a 

balanced annual budget requires us to overcome tremendous barriers that the state and federal 

government have put in front of every Wisconsin community: We receive less assistance from 

the federal government to maintain and improve our infrastructure. The Wisconsin Legislature 

has tied our hands with strict limits on local decision-making and the aid we receive from the 

state continues to decline. State imposed levy limits and expenditure restraints mean that even 

though our property valuations increased by more than 7% this year, the City cannot use any of 

that increase in valuation as revenue to fund City services. In the face of these realities imposed 

upon us by other levels of government, our own expenses continue to rise: Salaries and health 

care costs continue to dramatically increase each year for the hardworking City employees who 

maintain our parks, pick up our trash, maintain our public health, plow our streets, staff our 

library, and protect our public safety.  

  

So our expenses go up, our revenues remain flat, and our aid from the state declines. The 

State Legislature and Governor must lift the restrictions that are suffocating cities.  

  

These sobering fiscal realities meant that our budget requires us to face a structural deficit of 

$5.3 million.  

  

I am pleased to tell you that, thanks to the collaborative input and hard work of many, the 

budget before you tonight fills that hole without drastic changes to the important services 

the City provides. Most importantly, in this budget, we have completely avoided layoffs and 

furloughs and with no cuts to City services.  

  

Let me say that once more: this balanced budget includes no layoffs or furloughs and no 

elimination of City services.  

  

This budget also includes a decrease in the property tax levy from $54,300,000 to $53,800,000. 
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Our property tax mill rate will drop from 16.09 to 14.92: that is more than a 7% decrease and, 

notably, it is the largest drop in the property tax mill rate in more than a decade. 

  

However, a budget is more than just numbers; it is a reflection of our priorities. It is a values-

based document that not only requires us to live within our fiscal means, it allows us to set 

achievable goals around our biggest opportunities and challenges. 

  

My 2020 budget continues the City’s work on the three themes I have championed since 

seeking this office more than 2 years ago: creating an equitable and inclusive community, 

ensuring the sustainability and conservation of the climate and our natural resources, and 

advancing smart city innovations.  

  

[Equitable & Inclusive Community] 

  

One of our City’s most valued assets is our diversity, which we must continue to celebrate and 

embrace. But we must also recognize that disparities and inequities exist in our community. For 

too many Racine residents, their access to health care, education, housing, wealth, and 

opportunity are limited by their race or their ethnicity. These are regional challenges, and require 

regional solutions, but at the heart of my administration is our focus on addressing and 

overcoming these inequities.  

  

We have made great strides in the last year on this front, thanks in large part to the Council’s 

approval in the 2019 budget of the creation of the Manager of Strategic Initiatives & Community 

Partnerships position, and this budget supports and expands upon these collaborative 

initiatives.  

  

This year, the City successfully competed to be one of just 10 cities nationwide chosen to be 

part of the “What Works Cities Economic Mobility Cohort” and will receive $150,000 and 

intensive assistance to tackle a pressing local challenge. With this national expert assistance 

and collaborations with the YWCA Southeast Wisconsin, Gateway Technical College, Racine 

Unified School District, Higher Expectations of Racine County, and Racine County Workforce 

Solutions, we are dramatically expanding access to a free, effective program that helps local 

adults earn their high school equivalency degree. We launched this collaboration in May and 

already, more adults in our community are enrolled in this program and will earn their HSEDs 

this year, putting them and their families on a better path. This is transformative work and this 

budget’s investment in key staff allows us to continue to lead this effort. I have had the honor of 

speaking at the graduations of two HSED classes and I can tell you, getting this credential 

means the world to these graduates and I am extremely proud of their accomplishments. 

  

We are also painfully aware of the glaring disparities in homeownership rates in our community, 

between white residents and African American and Hispanic/Latino residents. In 2019, we 

successfully competed to be one of only 6 cities nationwide chosen for planning assistance from 

the Cities for Financial Empowerment Fund. In 2020, we will lead community efforts to ensure 
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every resident has access to free, professional financial counseling needed to become 

homeowners. 

  

In 2019 we also partnered with the County, the School District, and others to officially create the 

Racine Community Health Clinic located at Julian Thomas Elementary School. Our City Public 

Health Department staff worked tirelessly to prepare the application for federal funds for this 

clinic. The RCHC will serve as important primary health care provider for thousands of 

individuals in the city who might otherwise not have access to quality healthcare. To make the 

clinic a reality, RUSD has committed about $1 million dollars to renovate the space and we 

thank them for their generosity. The County has included $50,000 in their budget for 2020 to 

help fund the clinic, and I am proud to say that my budget includes $50,000 to match the 

County’s contribution.  

  

This budget also moves us forward in addressing disparities in our own City workforce. This 

budget will allow the City to join the Government Alliance on Race and Equity (GARE). We will 

work with GARE to implement implicit bias training for all City employees so that we all have 

enhanced understanding of the history and impacts of systemic and institutional racism. 

  

This budget implements the recommendations of the MWH Study of the culture at our Police 

Department by directing our Human Resources Department to develop and implement a robust 

and comprehensive Affirmative Action Plan and by creating a new HR generalist position 

focused on our public safety departments. All of these investments will enable us to truly recruit 

and retain a workforce that reflects our City’s diversity. As Mayor, I believe that it is crucial that 

our workforce more accurately reflects the diversity of our community and that we do what we 

can to incentivize City employees to actually live in the City they serve. 

  

It is also worth noting that this budget continues my commitment to raising the minimum wage 

for part time city employee to $15 an hour by the end of my first full term. My proposed budget 

cuts funding for interns in my office to pay to raise the current wage from $10 an hour to $11.25 

per hour for our part time employees. As an employer we should continue to lead by example 

and make sure we are on a path to paying a living wage, no matter what the job is. 

  

We are keeping our commitment to invest in worker training programs for 2020 and to 

implement the strong Racine Works ordinance passed by this Council. In 2019, we established 

a partnership with the Wisconsin Department of Children & Families and UMOS, and 

successfully advocated to bring an additional $300,000 in Transitional Jobs funding in wage 

subsidies to the City of Racine and other employers committed to hiring and training 

unemployed residents. We have also continued our partnership with WRTP/Big Step and the 

YMCA’s First Choice Pre-Apprenticeship. 

  

We have made steady progress in connecting Racine residents to the training necessary to be 

hired on publicly funded projects, but recognize that we need to both increase the amount of 

trainees we are getting enrolled and streamline the process for contractors to find qualified 

employees. This budget allocates resources to make sure we have a process that works for our 
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training partners, our local residents looking for family-supporting jobs, and the contractors 

doing the work. 

  

We cannot ever forget that access to the ballot box is a necessity to having an equitable and 

inclusive community. In 2018 and 2019, thanks to the leadership of our City Clerk, the City 

implemented satellite voting locations and expanded the hours for voting to include evenings 

and weekends. 2020 will be a big year for elections and we are already preparing to ensure that 

everyone in our City has the ability to cast a ballot. This budget includes resources to further 

expand voting hours and satellite locations. Our City’s residents will be able to vote at our 

community centers on weekends, they’ll be able to vote at our Library and at City Hall, and we 

are even shifting some polling locations to be on transit routes. The right to vote is sacred and 

the budget before you protects and enhances this fundamental right.  

  

We also cannot talk about addressing disparities in our community, and creating thriving, strong 

neighborhoods, without talking about housing. I will continue to be focused on creating 

pathways to homeownership, but nearly half of our City’s residents our renters, and we have an 

obligation to ensure that every one of those tenants has safe, healthy, and affordable housing 

options in our community. My staff organized a Renters Roundtable at the Library this summer, 

which many Council members joined me in attending. We heard countless stories from our 

City’s tenants about increasing rents, unsafe and unhealthy housing conditions, and frustrations 

from tenants who feel powerless in their attempts to get their landlords to make necessary 

repairs.  

  

Let me be clear: we have many excellent landlords in our City, and we need more of them.  

But too many neighborhoods are being blighted by absentee property owners, and too many 

tenants are paying good money to live in bad housing. Our city employees in multiple 

departments are spending considerable time trying to enforce repeat code violations against 

problem property owners.  

  

This budget includes the most robust package of housing reforms our community has 

seen in a generation. This budget says to tenants who are paying their rents and trying to 

do the right thing that the City has their backs. And this budget sends a clear and loud 

message to all property owners that we will no longer tolerate them letting housing 

deteriorate, bringing down our neighborhoods, and impacting everyone’s quality of life.  

  

These housing reforms are called the Racine RENTS Initiative. RENTS stands for Rental 

Empowerment and Neighborhood Tenant Services. The Racine RENTS Initiative will:  

  

● Require residential rental and commercial property owners to register with the City so we 

will be able to know who owns and manages properties, and how to contact them in 

case of emergencies or problems.  

● Require banks to register, inspect, and maintain all properties pending foreclosure so 

that we can both help residents avoid foreclosure if possible, and so that mortgage 
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holders don’t just leave foreclosed properties to sit abandoned and uncared for in our 

neighborhoods.  

● Create a publicly searchable database of all City properties so that tenants, neighbors, 

and advocates can see whether properties have been cited for code violations and if and 

when those violations were addressed 

● Strengthen our retaliation ordinances to ensure that tenants who are paying their rent 

and doing the right thing by calling the City to report code violations cannot be evicted by 

unscrupulous landlords.  

● Update our chronic nuisance ordinances to give neighborhoods and the City additional 

tools to enforce against properties that have multiple code violations.  

● Creates a proactive rental inspection program so that the City has the ability to conduct 

systemic, scheduled rental inspections in defined districts that have high amounts of 

blight, code violations, police and fire calls.  

● Finally, it creates a rent withholding program where tenants whose landlords have been 

cited for code violations and who have failed to address those violations will be able to 

pay their rent to the City instead of to their landlords. The City will hold the funds in 

escrow and pay the landlord only when the landlord has addressed the code violations.  

  

Racine RENTS is by far the most robust set of housing reforms our city has seen in more 

than a generation and I hope the Council will embrace these overdue reforms so we can 

raise expectations, protect our city’s renters, encourage and incentivize good landlords, 

and transform housing throughout our City.  

  

This budget continues to invest in resources to establish a land bank to get more abandoned 

houses and properties back into productive use as homes for our residents. I want to thank 

Racine County for their partnership in this area.   

  

This budget also changes our Redevelopment Authority to a Community Development 

Authority. Under the statutes, it broadens the authority beyond industrial sites to include “blight 

elimination, slum clearance, urban renewal programs and projects, and housing projects.” If we 

are serious about neighborhood revitalization and establishing a land bank, we should make 

use of the tools Wisconsin statutes affords us. 

  

 

 

[Sustainability] 

  

In this budget I also continue my commitment to creating a more environmentally sustainable 

Racine. Last year, as a City, we pledged to meet the goals of the Paris Climate Accords and I 

believe the work we are doing makes significant progress towards accomplishing those goals. 

  

We made great strides in 2019 towards our goal of becoming more resilient to climate change. 

In 2019, we were awarded millions of dollars in VW settlement money to purchase 6 new 
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electric buses. We received grant dollars to complete a comprehensive energy and fleet audit 

so that we understand what the City’s energy usage is. We created and convened the 

Sustainability Task Force, passed a Zero Waste Resolution in partnership with the Greater 

Racine Zero Waste Initiative, and began drafting a plan to reduce our carbon footprint. 

  

In 2020, we will partner with WE Energies on their SolarNow program, which will actually 

generate revenue for the City by creating solar panel arrays within the City limits. 

  

Under the direction of our new Sustainability & Conservation Coordinator, we will develop and 

implement a water conservation plan, draft the City’s first ever equitable climate action plan, and 

begin to implement an energy independence plan based on the recommendation of the grant-

funded energy and fleet audit currently underway. Preliminary findings of the audit include our 

city operational baseline carbon footprint: in 2018 the 45 city-owned buildings and fuel for fleet 

vehicles contributed 29,600 tons of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere - the equivalent of 161 

railcars’ worth of coal burned. By establishing this baseline, we can identify opportunities for 

reducing the City’s carbon footprint in years to come. 

  

This budget commits us to buying and deploying at least 3 new electric vehicles, not including 

the 6 electric buses we will purchase this year with the VW settlement money. 

  

Finally, while sustainability and conservation are important goals, we also need to recognize the 

realities of how we address waste management in our neighborhoods and in particular our 

alleys. The city does organize two recycling events each year so that Racine residents can 

responsibly dispose of household appliances and electronics - resulting in the mitigation of 

thousands of tons of greenhouse gas emissions. However, I can tell you that over the past year, 

I have heard loud and clear from both Alders and our residents that we need to do a better job 

picking up the garbage. That is why in coordination with the newly appointed Commissioner of 

Public Works, we are funding 3 positions in DPW to help address bulky waste and dumping 

issues throughout the community.  

  

[SMART City]  

  

In 2019 we also made significant strides forward on our path to become a Smart City.  

  

We… 

● Successfully competed with over 130 Canadian, American, and Mexican communities in 

the North American Smart Cities Council Readiness Challenge to become one of only 

five 2019 Smart Cities designees, the first Wisconsin Smart City, and the smallest 

municipality ever designated on the continent. 

● Organized and hosted with private-sector sponsorship the first-ever Smart Cities 

September Series, including a two-day conference, daylong community planning 

session, and an innovation & technology gala, collectively attracting over 500 people 

from the region, state, and nationally. 



7 

● Launched the Racine Innovation Awards to recognize the continuing ingenuity of 

“Invention City,” its people, and businesses. 

● We announced public-private partnership with U.S. Cellular to invest in making Racine 

Wisconsin’s first 5G-enabled city 

● We were selected by national technology nonprofit, DataKind, as one of only six 

American cities to be awarded volunteer big data/data science services, partnering with 

City to analyze its neighborhood-based service utilization, which will inform internally 

developed, alternative service delivery recommendations so that we can better serve or 

residents 

  

Under the direction of our Innovation Officer, our Smart City efforts will ramp up in 2020. We 

will: 

 

● Coordinate with U.S. Cellular on its investment in, and installation of infrastructure for 

high-speed, low-latency connectivity in Racine. 

● In coordination with the City Clerk we will begin to move to all electronic poll books which 

will increase efficiency in administering elections but also reduce staff costs and time 

spent on paper processes 

● Roll out a series of revenue-generating Smart City initiatives to increase quality of life 

and economic competitiveness for Racine residents and businesses 

● Launch a campaign to attract private investment in targeted business start-ups, 

expansions, and purchases as well as real estate developments leveraging federally 

designated tax-favorable Opportunity Zones located along Lake Michigan and historic 

downtown, Lincoln King neighborhood, and Uptown. 

● Launch Racine Smart Cities Business Alliance, a public-private coalition to collaborate 

on increasing economic competitiveness of Racine residents and businesses by 

leveraging City’s digital infrastructure and other assets. 

  

This budget also recognizes that what makes the City attractive to companies wanting to play in 

the Smart Cities space is our built infrastructure - simply put our many miles of fiber and our 

thousands of light poles. This budget makes a significant capital investments in Smart Cities 

infrastructure so that we keep our competitive edge as we scale up our efforts. 

After significant planning, research and product testing, the Body-Worn Camera Initiative 

initiated in 2015 is near completion. By the end of 2019, every member of the Racine Police 

Department will be equipped with a BWC for their exclusive use. The new technology will 

maximize the data available to the public, ensuring the transparency the public deserves. I 

would like to thank the staff of the MIS department and members of the team of sworn PD 

officers who worked tirelessly to equip all local officers with this critical resource. I would also 

like to thank the members of the Common Council for your forward-looking support in 

authorizing funding for this new resource in 2018.  

Through full implementation of the new body camera initiative, the brave men and women who 

selflessly serve our community will be best-positioned to promote organizational transparency, 

building community trust and public confidence in the process.   
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[Getting Things Done] 

  

So I started this evening talking about the fiscal constraints imposed on us by the State. They 

make budgeting incredibly difficult and they force us to make really hard choices. Let me be 

honest and direct - putting this budget together was hard and I know it will only get harder next 

year. 

  

This budget begins to do the hard work of making our City Government more efficient.  It 

reduces and merges several city committees, freeing up staff time for other initiatives and 

cutting red tape for our residents.  This budget has departments working more collaboratively 

than ever before on big goals around our neighborhoods, sustainability, and smart city.  We do 

more while still living within our means. It is of great credit to our staff who work hard to find 

solutions to our City’s challenges. 

  

Well, I believe we can accomplish great things as a City and that there are plenty of reasons to 

be excited about our future. Our City, driven by the work of our employees and our 

partners, is finding creative, innovative ways every single day to improve our community 

and strengthen our future, even under the fiscal constraints we face.  

  

While this budget comes from my Office, it is truly a collaborative work that would not be 

possible without the suggestions, expertise, and contributions of so many others. I’d like to 

briefly extend my gratitude to those who have helped to shape this document.  

  

First, I want to thank the Alders for their willingness to meet with me one on one to offer input on 

what should be in this document. Your insights and suggestions are reflected in this budget.  

  

I also want to thank every City of Racine employee. Our City’s talented, hardworking employees 

make all of our goals attainable. In the face of health care realities that impact each of us 

personally, you have continued to provide excellent service to our City’s residents. Your 

professionalism and commitment to your work are greatly appreciated.  

  

I’d also like to thank the department heads for their suggestions and work in submitting this 

budget; particularly Kathleen Fischer and David Brown of the Finance Department; Shannon 

Powell from my office; and Administrator Jim Palenick for the countless hours of assistance they 

provided in crafting this document.  

  

Finally, I want to thank my wife Rebecca and my children Eleanor, Amelia, and Cory. I do not 

spend nearly enough time with them, and I can’t thank them enough tolerating my long hours. I 

love you. 

  

Over the coming weeks the Council will hear presentations and dive into the details of the 

budget. I look forward to engaging in those conversations with both you and members of the 

public.  
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I have every confidence that with the Council’s support, our community partners, and most 

importantly with the participation of Racine residents, this budget will continue Racine on our 

path towards a more sustainable, smart, equitable and inclusive City. Racinians are tough, 

scrappy doers. I am looking forward to all the great work we will do together in 2020 and 

beyond.  

  

Thank you, and good night. 

 


