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Limiting referendums 

is troubling proposal 

to strip local control 
As state legislators prepare to break for the holidays, one languishing proposal would impose a two-year 

waiting period on school districts after failed referendums. 

Lawmakers might take up Senate Bill 355 this spring, but it should never see the light of day. 

Credit opponents in the Whitewater School District with shining a spotlight on this plan, which would 

strip local control. 

The second of our editorial board’s 10 guiding principles states: “The Gazette believes a strong public 

school system is important for attracting businesses and economic development. Good schools are vital to a 

good community, and quality schools require regular investments.” 

SB 355 also clashes with principle No. 5, opposing mandates that hamper local governments and schools 

in their efforts to meet priorities. 

Sen. Duey Stroebel’s bill would ban special elections for school referendums and allow the referendums 

only during regular fall and spring elections, when voter turnout often is higher. That’s not so onerous, but 

the Saukville Republican’s measure also would bar districts from proposing another referendum for two 

years after one fails. 

Stroebel told the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel that his plan would break the “cycle of referendums” in 

which districts return to taxpayers repeatedly for building projects or operating costs. 

Granted, residents in some districts grow weary of seeing referendums and wonder when “no means no.” 

But almost all school boards listen after referendums fail, then streamline their plans to levels residents 

might support before proposing new referendums. 

Without the ability to do this, too many districts would be forced into drastic cuts in staffing, programs, 

or both. Rural districts with declining enrollment might need to dissolve or merge and create intolerably 

long bus rides for kids. 

Many Republican lawmakers argue property taxes are out of control. Yet since 1994, the state has 

imposed revenue caps that limit how much school districts can raise levies. That has squeezed those with 

declining enrollment, especially as the state cut millions of aid dollars in recent years. Referendums were 

their only option. In the past two decades, districts have gone to voters with almost 2,500 referendums, 

including nearly 1,000 to exceed revenue caps, the Journal Sentinel reported. 

Stroebel’s bill wasn’t on our radar screen until the citizens group Whitewater Yes for Education sent a 

letter opposing it. The Gazette printed the letter Oct. 21. It suggests Whitewater “has been forced to rely on 

a budget-by-referendum approach because of the state’s inadequate funding of schools.” The Whitewater 

School Board signed on to another letter opposing SB 355 that we printed Friday. 

By then, Yes for Education had started an online petition that caught the attention of school advocates 

statewide. 

“If Senate Bill 355 passes, our children, and children from around the state of Wisconsin, could be at an 

educational disadvantage competing for entry into universities, two-year colleges and the job market,” Ron 

Binning of the Whitewater Yes group said in a news release. “The state’s recent drastic decisions to cut 

funding to public schools, coupled with these restrictions in referenda, could cripple our district and many 

others in Wisconsin.” 

The petition is a great opportunity to send a message to Stroebel and other lawmakers and show your 

support for local control and public education. 

 

ONLINE PETITION 

Review Whitewater Yes for Education’s online petition at gazettextra.com/petition. 



 


