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Annexation is the process by which land is transferred from towns to incorporated cities and villages. In 

its proper context, annexation manages growth and clarifies political boundaries. Wisconsin Statutes 

provide a number of methods for annexation, but in general, under each method, the city or village and 

the area being annexed must share a boundary. These annexations are known as contiguous annexations. 
  
Unfortunately, our annexation process lends itself to abuse. The most egregious example is the non-

contiguous annexation, also known as a "balloon-on-a-string annexation." The term balloon-on-a-string 

comes from the image of a large tract of land connected to a municipality by a long and narrow strip of 

land. It is becoming all too common in Trempealeau County where sand mines have negotiated with cities 

or villages to annex large tracts of town lands to get around county and town zoning requirements. 

Examples of these huge unorthodox annexation proposals are pasted below for your reference. 
  



 
  
Balloon-on-a-string annexations allow cities and villages to cherry pick territory from towns. The town is 

often times stuck providing for the ancillary costs of the annexed lands, but the municipality takes 

advantage of the tax base. 
  
To achieve fairness between municipalities and towns, we are introducing LRB 4604/1. Under this bill, 

the following conditions must be met for an annexation proposal to be considered contiguous: 

         The annexation must include a continuous border that is at least as long as a distance equal to 25% of the 

perimeter of the proposed annexation. 



         The minimum width of the annexation must be a distance equal to 25% of the perimeter of proposed annexation. 

         The annexation is not considered contiguous if 50% or more of the territory being annexed is located more than a 
¼ of a mile away from the city or village's border. 

         If over a 3 year period, a series of annexations were considered non-contiguous as a single annexation according 

the conditions set forth in the bill then the new annexation proposal would be considered non-contiguous. 

  
The bill also creates two new conditions for a city or village to annex new town territory: 

         The city or village population must have increased by 5% in the last 10 years. 

         The city or village must have less than 10% of its total land area available for development due to the land being 

unoccupied or dilapidated. 

  
Analysis by the Legislative Reference Bureau 
This bill limits the authority of cities and villages to annex town territory by creating new requirements 

related to contiguity, population, and land that is available for development. 
  
Currently, town territory that is contiguous to any city or village may be annexed to that city or village 

under several methods if, in general, some of the city's or village's territory is in the same county as the 

territory to be annexed and the city or village either agrees to make limited payments to the town based 

on property taxes that the town levied on the annexed territory or the town and the city or village enter 

into a boundary agreement. 
  
Three of the methods of annexation include the following:  1) direct annexation, under which a petition 

for annexation that was signed by the required number of electors and landowners is filed with the city or 

village clerk; 2) annexation by referendum, under which a petition for referendum that was signed by the 

required number of electors and landowners is filed with the city or village clerk, and a referendum is 

held and passes in the town; and 3) annexation by court order and referendum, under which the 

governing body of a city or village adopts a resolution declaring its intention to apply to the circuit court 

for an order for an annexation referendum. 
  
Another method of annexation is direct annexation by unanimous approval.  If a petition for direct 

annexation by unanimous approval signed by all of the electors residing in the territory and the owners of 

all of the real property in the territory is filed with the city or village clerk and the town clerk of all of the 

involved towns, along with a scale map and legal description of the property to be annexed, the governing 

body of the city or village may, generally, annex the property by a two−thirds vote of the body.  Such an 

annexation, however, is subject to Department of Administration advisory review as if the annexation 

petition were for direct, but not unanimous, annexation or annexation by referendum. 
  
Generally, cities and villages may also annex territory that is owned by the city or village and that lies 

near but not necessarily contiguous to the city or village by enacting an ordinance to annex such 

territory. 
  
Subject to some exceptions, this bill imposes new conditions on a city or village that wishes to annex a 

parcel of town land that is contiguous to the city or village. Under the bill, such a parcel of town land 

may not be considered to be contiguous to the city or village unless two conditions apply:  1) the parcel 

must include a continuous border with the city or village that is at least as long as a distance equal to 25 



percent of the perimeter of the parcel that is proposed to be annexed; and 2) the minimum width of the 

parcel that may be annexed must be a distance equal to 25 percent of the perimeter of the parcel that is 

proposed to be annexed. 
  
Under one of the exceptions to the provisions created in the bill, an annexation may occur if it does not 

meet the contiguity provisions if the proposed annexation is associated with a cooperative plan, or 

boundary agreement, entered into between the town and the city or village that proposes to annex town 

territory. 
  
Another new condition created in the bill also relates to contiguity.  Under the bill, a city or village may 

not complete an annexation under which 50 percent or more of the territory to be annexed is located 0.25 

miles or more from the city's or village's border (a noncontiguous annexation) unless the town board of 

the town in which the territory to be annexed is located adopts a resolution approving the annexation. 
  
Also under the bill, if over a consecutive three−year period a city or village completes a number of 

annexations under any of the allowable methods of annexation which, if the series of annexations were 

attempted as a single annexation, would have resulted in a noncontiguous annexation, the final 

annexation in the series may not occur unless the town board of the town in which the territory to be 

annexed is located adopts a resolution approving the annexation. 
  
The bill also creates two other new conditions that apply to city or village annexations.  To be able to 

annex town territory, the bill requires that during the ten years preceding the proposed annexation, a 

city's or village's population had to have grown by a total of at least 5 percent.  In addition, the bill 

provides that to annex town territory, a city or village must have less than 10 percent of its total land area 

available for development due to such land being unoccupied or dilapidated, meaning that the fair market 

value or replacement cost value of structural improvements on the property is less than the fair market 

value of the land. 
  
For further information see the state and local fiscal estimate, which will be printed as an appendix to 

this bill. 
  
  
 


