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What is the primary purpose/objective for a County budget?



Primary Purpose/Objective

• Plan for acquisition and allocation of resources to accomplish specified purposes
• Health & Human Services, Highway, Law Enforcement, Medical Examiner, Nursing Home, 

Solid Waste/Recycling, Land & Water Conservation, Planning & Zoning, Courts, IT, HR, etc.

• Public purpose – transparency of services provided, how tax dollars are being spent – 
demonstrate responsible steward of funds

• Supports goals of the County 

• Support community needs



What is the biggest expense for counties?

What is the biggest hurdle for counties for budgeting?



Budget Overview

• What is the biggest expense for counties?
• Health & Human Services
• Personnel

• What is biggest hurdle for counties for 
budgeting?  

• Scarce resources

• Required to pass a balanced budget
• Ongoing expenditures must be supported by ongoing 

revenues

• Unlike most government financial documents, the 
budget is forward looking – based on estimates



Budget Governance

• Wisconsin State Statute 65.90
• Listing of expenditures, revenues, 

reserves
• Levy by fund



Budget History

• Enacted in 1993 - prohibited counties from levying rate higher than 1993 budget
• Moratorium for 2012 and 2013 budgets
• Repealed for 2014 budget

Mill Rate Freeze

• Effective for 2006 budget
• Mill rate and levy limit in effect

• Declining property valuations created situations for counties – not able to increase levy
• Counties remain under levy limit

Levy Limit



Budget Process

• Development of budget calendar

• Personnel requests, goals, preliminary planning/estimate 
gathering

• Department develops budget

• Governing Committee/Administrator review/approval

• Accounting reviews and provides feedback

• Finance Committee considers requests and proposes 
budget for County Board

• November – public hearing required, budget adoption
• Amendments
• Resolution 
• Apportionment

• Tax bills are drafted and sent to taxpayer

• Taxpayers pay property taxes

• Formal process for budget changes through the year



Sample Budget 
Calendar



Components

Equalized Valuation

Tax Levy/County Appropriation

Revenue 

Expenditure/Expense

Reserves



Equalized Valuation

• State estimates of market value of all taxable property

• Changes include: market price, annexation, new construction, 
demolition, relocation of businesses, taxable status of 
property, statutory changes

• Factors into the equation for the mill rate/tax rate for taxpayers

• Property taxes apportioned to municipalities based on this
• If municipality contains 50% of the equalized value 

within county, its residents would pay 50% of the county 
property taxes levied



Tax Levy/County Appropriation
• Amount County taxes property owners to support 

purposes stated in the budget

• Each department/division requests tax levy for expenses 
not covered by other funding sources (revenue, reserves)

• Levy Limit - Sets levies at -0- percent or percentage 
increase in valuation due to Net New Construction

• State Statute 66.0602
• Commenced in 2006 for WI counties – froze at 2005 levy
• Exemptions to the levy limit

• Debt Service, Bridge Aid, State Special Charges, Library



Tax Levy – 
Net New Construction
• Measurement of growth in property 

value due to construction
• Includes new building 

construction and land 
improvements

• Deducts demo/destruction of 
buildings and removal of land 
improvements

• Purpose
• Measures economic development 
• Percentage used in state levy limit 

formula to determine allowable 
increase



Mill Rate/
Tax Rate

• Determined by levy amount and jurisdiction’s 
equalized value

• Amount of tax levied per $1,000 assessed valuation

• Due to levy limit and inability to adjust this much, 
equalized value is the main driver of the change

Total Tax Levy / 

Equalized Value of Taxable Property

 =  𝑀𝑖𝑙𝑙 𝑅𝑎𝑡𝑒



Revenues • Funds we take in
• Taxes

• Sales tax
• Most counties have imposed 0.5% 
• Accounts for less than 10% of revenues for most counties

• Property tax – typically 40% of revenues

• State and Federal grants/aids
• Funds over one quarter of County services

• Largest part is Health & Human Services
• Highway
• Law Enforcement
• County Aid

• Public charges for services
• Licenses, permits, fines
• Interest on investments

• Start budget process with funds available 

• Review trends/historical

• Examine short-term or one-time funds



Expenses/Expenditures

• Funds going out
• Personnel
• Utilities
• Contracted services
• Building repairs
• Equipment

• Determine payroll needs
• Determine contractual obligations
• Determine needs for short term vs long term

• IT-hardware and software, equipment, vehicles

• Debt service payments



Fund Balance - 
Reserves

• Difference between assets 
(what you have) and liabilities 
(what you owe)

• General fund – County’s 
primary operating fund
• Nonspendable
• Restricted
• Committed
• Assigned
• Unassigned – most flexible



Unassigned Fund Balance 
General Fund

• Unused balances from the budget close here (unless otherwise 
designated)

• Provides sustainability, stability and flexibility

• Critical in County planning

• Protects taxpayers

• Provides liquidity and ability to cash flow throughout the year

• Not earmarked for specific purpose

• Use for shortfalls, emergencies, strategic one-time investments

• Not for ongoing operation costs
• Structural balance - ongoing expenditures must be 

supported by ongoing revenues

• Supports resilience, enables opportunity, reinforces trust



Budget 
Example



Health and Human 
Services

• Client driven

• Federal and State funds

• Budget to ensure full utilization of funding

• Forecast changes to funding

• Forecast community needs – program trends, 
waitlists, etc.



Health Care Center/Nursing Home
• Resident driven

• Special equipment
• Medication
• Food
• Medical supplies

• Historical data

• Monitor changes with Medicare and Medicaid funding



Highway Department

• Regulated by State – WisDOT
• Highway Maintenance Manual
• Cost Accounting

• Budget includes
• Road and bridge maintenance and 

construction
• Equipment repair and replacement
• Parks
• Buildings and grounds
• State and municipal work
• Cost pools



Tax Apportionment

• County reports to municipalities 
their share of the County tax levy
• Due to municipalities and the 

state after budget is adopted 
in November

• Based on Equalized Value

• Each municipality has a percent 
of total calculated

• Levy is split based on this 
proration



Property Tax Bill

• Municipality gets approval for 
their levy

• Municipality receives levy from 
schools, tech schools and 
special districts by December 1st 

• Tax bills must be sent by the third 
Monday in December



Property Tax Collection

• Initial payment normally is paid to municipal 
clerk/treasurer

• Pay in full
• Pay in installments – due 1/31 and 7/31

• Settlement
• Collections by municipality and county distributed to governmental 

entities that levied property tax (municipality, county, school, etc.)

• Delinquent 
• Tax certificate issued – begins redemption period (usually 2 years)
• During redemption period, taxpayer can pay unpaid taxes plus 

interest and penalties



Budget Tactics

Due to scarce resources, departments fight for their piece of the pie.
• Padding
• Crisis
• Selling the sizzle
• Pet project
• Influence operation
• Mandate masquerade
• Client heart-tug
• Foot in the door financing
• Pilot ploy
• Budget low, mid-year grow



Target Based Budgeting

• Process Map
• Forecast revenues

• How much is available to provide public 
services?

• What is our allowable levy?
• Target core services

• What are we spending on core services?
• Supplemental services and decision packages

• What are we spending on supplemental 
services?

• What new initiatives are being requested?
• Final budget target

• What is our total budget?
• Will we be utilizing reserves?



April 2025 GFOA Government Finance Review



Questions?

Shonna Neary, CPA
Columbia County Comptroller

shonna.neary@columbiacountywi.gov
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