
CO-SPONSORSHIP MEMO 
  
TO: All Legislators 
  
FROM: Representative Evan Goyke and Senator LaTonya Johnson 
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RE: Co-Sponsorship of LRB 3312/1– The Move Forward Milwaukee Initiative 
  
DEADLINE: Friday, September 20, 2019 at 5:00 PM 
  
 
  
Milwaukee drives Wisconsin’s economy.  Rightly called “Wisconsin’s Economic Engine,” 

Milwaukee is the source of the state’s largest employers, most employees, most visitors and 

events.  All of this economic activity produces the largest share of revenues for the state. 
  
The state imposed restrictions on local revenues make Milwaukee unique when compared to peer 

cities or regions around the country. Other states in the Midwest empower local units of 

government, especially in the largest communities, to raise revenues and diversify the revenue 

streams they rely upon to fund public services.  Wisconsin should similarly empower the 

residents of Milwaukee by allowing a binding referendum to decide whether their local 

governments can increase revenues.  A local referendum will allow those most directly impacted 

to have a voice in the funding of their own local government. 
  
LRB 3312/1 allows the electors of Milwaukee County to authorize, through referendum, an 

increase to the Sales and Use Tax by 1%.  The bill distributes the revenue through a reduction of 

property tax, a dedicated fund for public health infrastructure, and a distribution to Milwaukee 

County and to each municipal government within the County.   
  
Wisconsin’s statewide sales tax is 5%, established in 1982.  In addition, 66 of 72 counties have 

enacted the allowable 0.5% County sales tax.  Several other statutory exceptions have been 

created, including a sales tax for sports arenas and resort and tourist destinations.  Even with 

these changes, Wisconsin remains one of the lowest sales tax states.  Within the Midwest, 

Wisconsin has the lowest sales tax (Indiana 7%; Minnesota 6.875%; Illinois 6.25%; Iowa 6%; 

and Indiana 6%). 
  
In addition to the higher sales tax, our neighboring states allow local governments to increase 

sales tax to address their unique needs (Minneapolis 8.025%; Chicago 10.25%; Des Moines 

7%).  
  
Without diversified revenue options, Wisconsin’s local governments lean on property taxes and 

as a result, Wisconsin averages one of the nation’s highest property tax rates. The state-imposed 

limit on local revenues help drive increased property taxes, as local governments have no other 

option but to rely heavily on raising property taxes in order to maintain critical services. 



  
While property taxes are born exclusively by the owners or renters of property, sales taxes are 

generated by both residents and visitors.  Visitor spending, whether tourists from out-of-state or 

commuters from neighboring communities, can make up a large percentage of the overall sales 

tax revenue.  Capturing visitor spending is important, as local government often bears the cost of 

infrastructure maintenance, public safety, and the initial investment in economic development. 
  
Local governments make investments in areas that impact our quality of life.  State law should 

empower Milwaukee to Move Forward by holding a referendum on a local sales tax. LRB 

3312/1 seeks to make this a reality. 
  
To be added as a co-sponsor please reply to this e-mail or contact Rep. Goyke’s office at 608-

266-0645 or Sen. Johnson’s office at 608-266-2500 by Friday, September 20, 2019 at 5:00 

PM. All co-sponsors will be added to the companion bill unless directed otherwise. 
  
Analysis by the Legislative Reference Bureau 
  
Under current law, a county may impose a sales and use tax at the rate of 0.5 percent of the 
sales price of tangible personal property, goods, and services sold or used in the 
county.  The tax may be imposed only for the purpose of reducing the property tax levy. 
  
Under this bill, with the approval of the electors in the county at a referendum, Milwaukee 
County may impose an additional sales and use tax at the rate of 1 percent of the sales price 
of tangible personal property, goods, and services sold or used in the county.  The bill 
requires that 25 percent of the revenue from the additional tax be used to provide 
residential property tax relief, divided evenly between county and municipal property tax 
relief, and that 7 percent of the revenue be used for public health infrastructure 
projects.  For the remaining 68 percent of tax revenue, the bill requires that the county use 
half for its operational and capital expenses and distribute the other half to the cities, 
villages, and towns in the county for their operational and capital expenses.  Distributions 
of revenue to the cities, villages, and towns are based on their population.  Under the bill, 
the expenditure by a municipality of the distributed tax revenue will not affect the 
municipality's payment under the expenditure restraint program.  The bill also provides 
that the revenue and expenditures will not impact any local government funding formula. 
  
For further information see the local fiscal estimate, which will be printed as an appendix 
to this bill. 
 


