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 MADISON—A recent survey by the Annenberg Public Policy Center found that only 26% of American 

could name all three branches of government—executive, legislative, and judicial—and one-third of those surveyed 

could not name even one branch. 

 The latest report from the Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance (WISTAX), “Checks, Balances, and Shared Pow-

er,” aims to counter that lack of knowledge and, at the same time, promote a better understanding of state and local 

government. The report draws on WISTAX’s textbook The Framework of Your Wisconsin Government, which re-

mains the only school curriculum specifically devoted to state and local government in Wisconsin. Now in its 85th 

year, WISTAX is a nonpartisan organization dedicated to public policy research and citizen education. 

 The report demonstrates how the same principles at work in the U.S. Constitution —“checks and bal-

ances” between three coequal branches of government and power dispersed between the federal government and 

the states—form a template is followed at every level of state and local government in Wisconsin. 

 The report notes that each level of government has three branches with the same basic roles. There is an 

executive, known as the governor, county executive, mayor, village president or town chair. There is also a legisla-

tive branch, whether it is called the state legislature, county board, city council, village board, or town board. And 

finally, there is the judiciary, which takes the form of the state Supreme Court and Court of Appeals, circuit courts, 

and municipal courts.

  Duties may vary among levels of government (for example, Wisconsin’s governor has broader veto pow-

ers over spending bill than the president, while village presidents have fewer powers than many mayors or county 

executives), but they still follow the same pattern, the report notes.

 Much like the federal government and the states, power is shared between the state and local governments 

in Wisconsin.  Each level has separate and distinct roles and responsibilities, and that becomes clearer when viewed 

through the lens of taxes and spending. 
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 In terms of taxes, the state keeps many revenue options for itself.  Only the state can levy an income tax 

in Wisconsin; it also draws heavily on the sales tax, corporate income tax, and gas tax for revenues.  Meanwhile, 

local governments are the principal user of the property tax; which, at $11 billion, is the largest single tax in the 

state.  

 A look at expenditures shows how the state and local governments meet different needs.  One of the 

state’s main roles is to provide financial assistance to local governments, which comprises 30% of state spend-

ing from all sources.   Aid to individuals, such as Medicaid payments for low-income and disabled people, 

makes up 37% of total state spending.  A third of state spending goes to state operations, with the University of 

Wisconsin System and the state Department of Corrections among the largest. 

 At the local level, spending patterns are different from the state.  For counties, three of their top four 

spending areas—health and human services, law enforcement, and transportation—reflect their unique role in 

providing state-mandated services at the local level.  Forty percent of county spending is for health and human 

services that are generally not provided by any other level of government.  

 Cities and villages, meanwhile, spend heaviest on public safety, transportation, and debt service ( often 

tied to local economic development and infrastructure projects).  Towns, which typically do not offer the same 

level of services as cities and villages, spend an average of 57% of their budgets on transportation and public 

works, reflecting a principal responsibility for maintaining rural roads. 

 “The framework of Wisconsin’s government is familiar, using many of the same tools to limit the con-

centration of power that were prescribed by the founders for the federal government more than 200 years ago,” 

the report concludes.  “It ensures that the people retain power by electing the leaders of each branch and level 

of government.”

 The WISTAX report, “Checks, Balances, and Shared Power,” is available now by visiting www.wi-

stax.org; emailing wistax@wistax.org; calling 608.241.9789; or writing WISTAX at 401 North Lawn Ave., 

Madison, WI 53704-5033. Copies of The Framework of Your Wisconsin Government can also be ordered from 

WISTAX. o

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


