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WELCOME

WELCOME AND FRAMING THE ISSUE

Objectives

01 Understanding Wisconsin county revenue structure

02 Identifying pressures unique to human services

03 Exploring strategic responses — a call to action



PART 1

THE STRUCTURAL CONTRADICTION

Why human services departments face a structural mismatch — not a 
management problem.



PART 1

THE STRUCTURAL MISMATCH

COSTS & DEMAND ↑

Service demand increasing

Client acuity rising

Placement costs accelerating

Workforce costs climbing

Crisis response expanding

Mandates growing

GAP REVENUE AUTHORITY ≈ FLAT

Levy tied to net new construction

Shared revenue: incremental growth

State allocations: categorical & slow

Medicaid: opportunity + risk

No stabilization mechanism

Human services is the most volatile major department in the most constrained funding structure. Directors 
lead inside the widening gap.



PART 2

WISCONSIN'S COUNTY FISCAL 
STRUCTURE
The revenue tools counties have — and why they fall short.



PART 2

A BRIEF HISTORY OF COUNTY FUNDING IN WISCONSIN

1990s
RISING PROPERTY TAX 
ERA

Counties relied almost entirely 
on property tax levies. No 
statutory caps — flexibility 
existed, but so did wide 
disparities.

2000s
LEVY LIMITS EMERGE

State begins capping levy 
growth. Counties lose 
flexibility. Service mandates 
continue to grow while revenue 
tools shrink.

2000s
SHARED REVENUE

State shared revenue program 
expands to offset levy 
restrictions. But growth is 
incremental — never matching 
human services cost inflation.

2011
ACT 10 & COMPRESSION

Workforce cost structures shift. 
Collective bargaining limits 
change compensation models. 
Counties face new staffing 
pressures. Stricter levy limits.

2023+
SHARED REVENUE 
REFORM

New shared revenue formula 
adds county dollars — but 
categorical restrictions and 
inflation gaps persist. Not a 
structural fix.

Each era added mandates without restoring revenue flexibility.



THE CORE CONSTRAINT

PROPERTY TAX LEVY LIMITS

HOW THE LEVY LIMIT WORKS

Levy growth is tied to net new construction — not population, 
inflation, or service demand

In low-growth counties, the cap can be near zero

No mechanism to account for crisis volatility

Capital gains or property value increases do not increase levy 
authority

~1–3%
Typical annual levy growth
in most Wisconsin counties

5–7%
HHS cost inflation
recent years

0%
Levy relief for crisis years
when caseloads spike



THE MECHANISM

INFLATION VS. NET NEW CONSTRUCTION

County net new construction WI net new construction Annual CPI

Note: Rates are a sample; your county's figures may vary.



COUNTY SNAPSHOT

EVERY COUNTY HAS FALLEN BEHIND CUMULATIVE 
INFLATION

CUMULATIVE CPI-U · 49.9%

Dane 39.3%

Kenosha 38.7%

Brown 29.4%

St. Croix 27.7%

Racine 26.1%

State Total 24.1%

Waukesha 23.4%

Milwaukee 18.1%

Dodge 17.3%

Manitowoc 15.9%

Ashland 11.8%

Bayfield 9.9%

Cumulative growth 2010–2025 for a representative spread of counties. 

Not one of 
Wisconsin's 72 
counties has closed 
the gap to the 
inflation line.



SHARED REVENUE & STATE AIDS

INCREMENTAL GAINS, STRUCTURAL GAPS

2023 SHARED REVENUE REFORM
Added new county dollars — a meaningful step, but growth 
remains incremental and categorically restricted.

BASIC COUNTY ALLOCATION REALITIES
Biennial cost-to-continue adjustments rarely match actual 
service inflation. Counties absorb the gap.

CATEGORICAL SILOS
State aids are tied to specific programs — counties can't 
shift funds to where pressure is greatest.

ANNUAL GROWTH RATE: REVENUE VS. HHS COSTS
Levy / shared revenue Human services cost

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
Note: Growth rates are based on statewide data; your county's figures may vary.



A STRUCTURAL DIVIDE

SALES TAX COUNTIES VS. NON-SALES TAX COUNTIES

SALES TAX FOR OPERATIONS COUNTIES

Revenue grows with economic activity — not 
just construction

Counter-cyclical buffer during placement spikes

More capacity to fund prevention and workforce

Greater flexibility in budget management

Ability to absorb Medicaid match requirements

NON-SALES TAX COUNTIES

Levy is the primary tool — and it's capped

No counter-cyclical revenue buffer

Prevention investment is the first cut

Highly exposed to placement cost volatility

Referendum risk falls on county board

This is a geographic equity issue — not a management quality difference.



PART 3

THE BIG COST DRIVERS ACROSS 
WISCONSIN
Where the money is going — and why it's accelerating.



PART 3

WHERE COSTS ARE ACCELERATING

OUT-OF-HOME CARE

Residential treatment

Treatment foster care 
shortages

Transportation costs

Cost per placement rising 
annually

BEHAVIORAL 
HEALTH & CRISIS

Inpatient psychiatric bed 
shortage

Emergency room / 
hospital — cost + liability

Crisis funding gap

Law enforcement 
interface costs

WORKFORCE 
ECONOMICS

Wage compression vs. 
private market

Health insurance 
increases

Overtime covering 
vacancies

Turnover cost: recruiting + 
training

COURT-DRIVEN 
SPENDING

CHIPS timelines & 
placements

Termination of parental 
rights — extended 
out-of-home care

Competency restoration 
delays

Ch. 51 commitment costs



STATEWIDE VIEW

HUMAN SERVICES EXPENDITURES PER CAPITA, 2024

SPENDING PER CAPITA

Q1: < $361

Q2: $362–$442

Q3: $443–$552

Q4: > $553

Source: Greenbook, Forward 
Analytics, 2024.



WHERE THE LEVY GOES

TAX LEVY SUPPORT BY DEPARTMENT
Sheriff's Office $8.54M

Health & Human Services $5.03M
Debt Service $2.88M

Administration $2.33M
Maintenance $1.62M

Information Technology $1.48M
Parks $1.36M

Finance $1.08M
Public Libraries $0.83M

Circuit Court $0.75M
County Highways $0.67M

Land Conservation $0.64M
Planning & Zoning $0.55M

Corporation Counsel $0.44M
County Clerk $0.25M

Veterans $0.22M
Emergency Management $0.10M

Note: Rates are a sample; your county's figures may vary.



PART 4

WHEN COUNTY FINANCE TIGHTENS — 
WHAT ACTUALLY HAPPENS?

We don't cut mandates. We don't stop placements. We don't stop crisis. So what do we 
do?



PART 4

WHAT ACTUALLY GETS CUT — AND THE HIDDEN COST

THE VISIBLE RESPONSES

Hiring freezes

Reliance on vacancy savings

Delayed IT & infrastructure modernization

Reduced prevention investment

Increased caseloads per worker

Staff burnout → turnover cycle

THE HIDDEN COST CURVE

Increased jail utilization — cost to county

Emergency room / hospital — system cost

Law enforcement time — cost to county

School disruption — district & family cost

Court backlog — delay & downstream cost

Deferred prevention → higher future 
placements

Community trust & system credibility erodes



PART 4

MEDICAID: REVENUE TOOL OR STRUCTURAL TRAP?

FMAP DYNAMICS

Federal Medical Assistance 
Percentage volatility

Enhanced match sunset 
effects

Post-public health emergency 
normalization

REVENUE MAXIMIZATION

Administrative claiming

Targeted case management

Comprehensive Community 
Services

Children's Long-Term Support

THE RISK

Staffing to chase match

Expanding services without a 
long-term local funding 
strategy

Audit exposure



PART 5

SUSTAINABILITY & STATEWIDE 
ADVOCACY
What structural reform could actually change the trajectory.



PART 5

STRUCTURAL REFORM: WHAT WOULD ACTUALLY HELP?

1 LEVY LIMIT MODERNIZATION
Tie levy growth to service demand indices — not just net new 
construction. Recognize that mandate growth must have a revenue 
mechanism.

2 HUMAN SERVICES STABILIZATION FUND
A statewide or county reserve counties can access when placements 
spike unexpectedly — similar to FEMA-style disaster relief for fiscal 
volatility.

3 PLACEMENT RATE REFORM & CONTRACT 
NEGOTIATION
Statewide contract reform with placement providers, and state–county 
contracts that negotiate out unmandated expenses imposed on counties.

4 REGIONAL PURCHASING COOPERATIVES
Counties pooling purchasing authority for services, transportation, and 
workforce recruitment to reduce individual county cost exposure.

DISCUSSION
If we could change one structural funding element statewide, what would it be?



PART 5

WCA AND WCHSA  AS COLLECTIVE LEVERAGE

1
UNIFIED MESSAGING
72 counties speaking the same fiscal story is vastly more 
powerful than 72 separate budget conversations with 
legislators.

2
DATA STORYTELLING
Aggregate county data on placements, costs, and 
workforce tells a statewide narrative legislators can't 
dismiss as a local problem.

3
LEGISLATIVE ALIGNMENT
Coordinated advocacy on levy reform, Medicaid 
matching, and placement rate policy. Timing with the 
biennial budget matters.

4
COLLECTIVE RATE ADVOCACY
WCHSA can drive statewide negotiations with residential 
providers and state departments in ways no single county 
can — purchasing power and influence at scale.



THE SQUEEZE

LEVY LIMIT RELATIONSHIP TO TAX RATE
Equalized value County tax rate, per $1K EV

Equalized value grew 77% from 2019 to 2025 while the levy rose just 10% — so the tax rate fell from $5.37 to $3.33 per $1,000. Rising property values do 
not expand levy authority.



PART 5

WCA AS COLLECTIVE LEVERAGE

1
UNIFIED MESSAGING
72 counties speaking the same fiscal story is vastly more 
powerful than 72 separate budget conversations with 
legislators.

2
DATA STORYTELLING
Aggregate county data on placements, costs, and workforce 
tells a statewide narrative legislators can't dismiss as a local 
problem.

3
LEGISLATIVE ALIGNMENT
Coordinated advocacy on levy reform, Medicaid matching, and 
placement rate policy. Timing with the biennial budget matters.

4
COLLECTIVE RATE ADVOCACY
WCA and WCHSA can drive statewide negotiations with 
residential providers in ways no single county can — 
purchasing power at scale.



THE LEVERS THAT REMAIN

WHAT WE CAN ACTUALLY CONTROL

DATA DISCIPLINE

Monthly placement trend 
review

Cost per placement type

Caseload dashboards

3–5 year forecasting 
models

SERVICE REDESIGN

Prevention shift

Kinship placement 
investment

Regional crisis 
collaboration

Diversion programming

LEGISLATURE 
EDUCATION

Continuous fiscal 
education

Risk framing

“Cost of doing nothing” 
slides

Cross-system cost 
alignment

WCA & WCHSA AS 
LEVERAGE

Unified messaging

Legislative alignment

Data storytelling

Collective rate advocacy



IN CLOSING

FINAL TAKEAWAYS

Structural constraints are real — and they are not your failure

The history of county funding is a history of mandates outpacing revenue tools

New revenue (shared revenue reform) is a step — not a solution

Data, collaboration, and advocacy are the levers you still control

WCA and WCHSA matter more in tight fiscal environments, not less

“THE QUESTION ISN'T WHETHER COUNTY FINANCES SHAPE US. THE 
QUESTION IS WHETHER WE SHAPE THE SYSTEM BACK.”



ANY QUESTIONS?
TODD M. ROMENESKO
920-849-1448 
Todd.Romenesko@calumetcounty.org

KEVIN DOSPOY
608-663-7188
Dospoy@wicounties.org

JACOB ANDERSON
608-663-7188
Anderson@wicounties.org


