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COUNTY HIGHWAY DEPARTMENTS-
BACKGROUND

The County Highway Commissioner

• County Highways are regulated under Chapter 83, Wis Stats.

• County Highway Commissioner – Authority
Chapter 83.01

– Sets Authority, Duties and Term

– Maintaining county highways, county road systems

– Collaborate with other levels of government: Towns, Cities, Villages and the State of Wisconsin.

– Wisconsin is the only state in the union where the County Highway Departments maintain the state highway 
system.



COUNTY HIGHWAY DEPARTMENTS-
BACKGROUND

The County Highway Commissioner

• County Highway Administration, governance model distinctions…

County 
Executive/Administrator 
Model (12 Executives/34 
Administrators)

Highway Commissioner 
reports to the 
County Executive or 
Administrator

County Coordinator Model
(26 total County Coordinators)

Highway Commissioner reports 
to the 
County Board/County Highway 
Committee



COUNTY HIGHWAY DEPARTMENTS-
 FUNDING – 

THE LOOMING ISSUE OF THE WISCONSIN 
TRANSPORTATION FUND

Wisconsin Transportation Fund: the state segregated fund that funds state 
highway programs and local road aids.

−The Fund is made up by 74.5% of the gas tax and vehicle registrations.
Also, other transfer, title fees, related to other motor vehicles, etc.

−Fuel efficient and Electric Vehicles are slowing the rate of fund            
collections, and decisions will need to be made to make the fund 
sustainable into the future.
−The elimination of gas tax indexing has slowed the growth of the 
Transportation Fund, and with growing costs, insufficient actions to 
replace this sustainability, will create difficulties in addressing the needs 
going forward.



COUNTY HIGHWAY DEPARTMENTS-
 FUNDING – 

THE LOOMING ISSUE OF THE 
WISCONSIN TRANSPORTATION FUND

Without a Sustainable system to keep the Transportation Fund as the tool 
Wisconsin transportation needs it to be, the State has exercised temporary, 
or insufficient methods to address needs in its recent biennial budgets.
 - Registration fee increases and General-Purpose Revenue (GPR) 
transfers to the fund.
 - The economic strength during those budget periods has allowed for 
needed projects to be funded (including Local Program funding, which 
provides vital grant dollars used by counties)
 - In an economic downturn, which historically is cyclical, using those 
GPR funds will be much more challenging. 



COUNTY HIGHWAY DEPARTMENTS-
 FUNDING – 

THE LOOMING ISSUE OF THE 
WISCONSIN TRANSPORTATION FUND

While Wisconsin has seen the deterioration of roads slowed, and support 
to address those needs has been strong recently, the needs remain.
 - Local programs like LRIP and ARIP have been popular and key sources 
to fund these issues
 - Recent work to inventory and assess small structures (6-20ft) have 
uncovered a whole new arena of infrastructure that requires our attention.

 These needs, along with the commitments that Wisconsin has 
made with the state transportation system, requires us to 
evaluate the Transportation Fund and create:

• A long-term vision and leadership to address these issues
• A sustainable, ongoing investment in our infrastructure 

 



Why 
Highway 

Department 
Budgets 
Matter

Largest portion of many 
county budgets after public 
safety & human services

Essential for maintaining 
safe and reliable 
transportation

Daily impacts on residents, 
businesses, and economic 
development



Sources of 
Highway 

Department 
Funding

County Levy, Sales Tax, 
Bonding, Utility Aids

State Transportation 
Aids (General 

Transportation Aids, 
LRIP, Disaster Damage 

Aids (DDA), etc.)

Local vehicle registration 
fees……not a wheel tax.

Federal Funds (STP, 
bridge program, safety 

grants)

Intergovernmental 
Agreements (work for 
towns, cities, or state)

User Fees & Charges 
(permitting, services)



Wisconsin 
General 

Transportation 
Aids (GTA)

Two distribution methods:

• Mileage Aid (per mile of road) (Towns)

• Cost-Share Aid (based on eligible 
expenditures) – (Counties/Cities/Villages)

• Uses 6-year average of eligible highway 
costs. 

• Reimburses a percentage of those costs 
(subject to state funding levels and limits)

Key point: GTA is not dollar-for-dollar – 
it’s a partial offset to local investment





Types of 
Budgets in 
Highway 

Operations

Operating Budget – staff wages, benefits, 
equipment, materials, supplies, winter & 
routine maintenance

Capital Budget – road & bridge 
construction, major equipment purchases

Special Funds/Projects – federal aid 
projects, disaster recovery

Highway Department Cost Pooling – (ex. –  
Pits/Quarries/HMA Plants/ Etc.…)

Enterprise Funds (Equipment/Capital 
Projects)



Typical 
Expenditures

Road & bridge maintenance (asphalt, 
chip seal, patching, mowing, signage)

Winter maintenance (snow plowing, 
salt/sand)

Construction projects (resurfacing, 
reconditioning, reconstruction)

Equipment & fleet 

Facilities (garages, salt sheds)





Yellow – Wages
White – Materials, Supplies, Contracts
Green, Orange, Blue – Cost Pool (Sm Fld Tools, Fringe, Equipment) Recoveries





Key 
Challenges 
in Highway 
Budgeting

Rising costs (fuel, asphalt, 
equipment, Labor)

Aging infrastructure (roads, 
bridges)

Limited levy growth (state-
imposed limits)

Unpredictable weather impacts

Competition for state & federal 
funding





Rising Road Material Costs
1999-2024
  Asphalt Oil = $620.00/$188.29 = 328%
  Road Oil = $2.36 / $0.70 = 337%

     CABC = $9.40/$3.75 / Ton = 251%





Salt Costs $92.84 / $33.00 = 281%



2.567M
2.819M

1.30M

1999 = $2.967M
2026 = $2.917M
 + CIP = $3.2M

VRT $430K
Adopted

Net New Const
1% = +/- $100K

6.286M

10.007M

Levy Caps



Tools & 
Best 

Practices

5–10-year Capital Improvement Plan (CIP)

Pavement rating systems (PASER) for data-
driven decisions

Shared services with towns and state DOT

Leveraging grant opportunities

Long-term equipment replacement planning

New Technologies and Innovative Solutions



5-Yr CIP
Equipment & 
Infra-structure

Equipment Cost 
Pool Balance

Road & 
Bridge



Shared Services
WisDOT Work Plans – Create, Review, Update Annually



Leverage Grants - Road & Bridge Improvement 5Yr CIP w/ Source of Funding & Share of Cost



Capital Equipment Replacement Planning Timing & Metrics:
 (Type, Fleet Quantity, Purpose/Need, Age, Mileage, Cost, Turnover)



Implement New technologies – 
   Brining to reduce salt costs

    High capacity Brinemakers
    Multipurpose Fleet



Innovative Solutions:
Equipment Ownership Vs 
Leasing Analysis.

Agricultural Tractors -
104Hp, Dep 10Yrs, 350Hrs
 MMC rate = $57.64
 Fuel @ 18% = $10.37/Hr

Cost Unit/Yr = $20,174
 6 Units = $121,044 / Yr.

Lease rate -
 150/200 Hr turn back

 Rate = $7 - $ 12/Hr + Fuel 
 Rate = $17.37 - $19.37/Hr.

 350Hrs/Yr = $6080-$6780
 6 Units = $36,480/Yr.

Own –2
  Mowing / Brushing
  Mowing / Winter Clearing



GIS – ASSET 
MANAGEMENT
Database Dataset Layers 
Field Collection and Edit 
Maintenance - Crews

            Signs – 3,929
            Culvert – 1,801
            Guardrails - 215
            Driveway Permits - 677
            Utility Permits - 296
            Bridges – maps for 

OSOW and load 
postings – 52 + 99

            CAFOs
            PASER ratings – 365.5 

Mis. / 361 Segments.

Pavement Markings
Prior Year’s Maintenance 
Data



Shop Operations 
CollectiveData Fleet Maintenance and 
Inventory Management.

Work Orders – manage fleet usage and 
routine maintenance.

Purchase Orders – track all purchases 
for proper and timely payments.

Staff Maintenance Requests – submit 
with VIRs.

Vehicle Inspection Reports – Daily & 
Pre-event electronically by staff.

Preventative Maintenance Triggers 
thru Fuel Disbursals.

Capital Equipment Replacement 
Planning. (GPS Location Services)



Questions – Thank you!
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