HOWARD MARKLEIN

STATE SENATOR « 17™ SENATE DISTRICT

October 7, 2025
Senate Committee on Agriculture and Revenue
Testimony on Senate Bill 439

Thank you, Chairman Testin and committee members, for hearing Senate Bill (SB) 439, a
bipartisan bill which corrects a Wisconsin Department of Revenue (DOR) administrative error
impacting the communities within the Oregon Area Fire and Emergency Medical Services
(EMS) District.

Simply, SB 439 sets the 2026 base levy as the actual 2025 levy for the Village of Oregon and the
Towns of Oregon and Rutland.

The Oregon Area Fire and EMS District serves the Village of Orégon as well as the Towns of
Oregon, Rutland, and Dunn in Dane County. The communities within the Fire and EMS District,
except for the Town of Dunn, claim the levy limit exception for Joint Fire/EMS Districts.

This exception allows communities to claim a levy limit exception for the cost of providing EMS
services provided that the year-over-year increase in cost for providing services is less than the
Consumer Price Index (CPI) + 2%.

In 2024, while Oregon was working on its 2025 budget, a DOR employee provided advice to the
Village on how its spending in various categories (fire dues, operating costs, and capital costs)
impacted its ability to qualify for the levy limit exception. Using this advice, and with the goal of
qualifying for the levy limit exception, Oregon built its municipal budget. Later, DOR told
Oregon that it had provided erroneous advice to the Village and the Village would be hit with a
levy limit penalty.

Thankfully, I was able to work with DOR and am pleased that DOR granted a one-year
exemption from the levy limit penalty. I recently found out that DOR provided Oregon with
another one-year exemption for 2026 too. However, these one-year reprieves do not fix the long-
term issue. Without this legislation, Oregon and the surrounding townships will be at the mercy
of DOR as to whether additional exceptions will be granted.

SB 439 fixes this issue. By setting the 2026 levy as the 2025 actual levy, it serves as a one-time
reset to provide certainty moving forward. Without this legislation, these communities could be
forced to make cuts or raise revenue through other sources to maintain services.

In addition, DOR provided input on the bill prior to introduction and confirmed that it resolves
the issue moving forward.
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As an aside, I would also like to point out that there is some disagreement about how DOR is

interpreting this statute. While this bill does not address the broader issue, it may be considered
in the future.

Thank you for scheduling this public hearing today. I appreciate your consideration of this
bipartisan legislation and look forward to the bill advancing.
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Thank you Chair Testin, Vice-Chair Tomczyk, Ranking Member Pfaff, and committee members
for holding a public hearing on Senate Bill 439.

This legislation makes a technical change by setting the levy limit base for the Village of
Oregon, and the towns of Oregon and Rutland for their fire and emergency medical services
district. This legislation was brought forth in response to an error made by the Department of
Revenue in 2024 when the Village of Oregon was writing their 2025 budget. Because of the
error, the Village of Oregon was given a one-year exemption for the 2025 budget. This
legislation sets the base amount which Oregon will set future levy limit increases to the actual
levy for 2025.

SB 439 was drafted in consultation with the Department of Revenue to make a permanent fix to
ensure that the Oregon Area Fire and EMS District cannot be held responsible for this mistake.
As we all know, the safety of the citizens of Wisconsin is paramount and this bill will safeguard
citizens of the Oregon Area Fire and EMS District from undue harm. Thank you for your careful
attention to this bill and for hearing this important piece of legislation before the committee.
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Good Afternoon Chair Testin, Vice-Chair Tomczyk, Ranking Member Pfaff and Members of the Senate
Committee on Agriculture and Revenue,

Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony in strong support of this bill which will correct an
unintentional administrative error made by the Department of Revenue. This is an issue that has been
affecting three municipalities, including the Town of Rutland, which I proudly represent.

This legislation is not about circumventing our state’s levy limits. These municipalities acted in good faith
by following guidance they received directly from the state and then structured their levies accordingly to
fund critical services, including those provided by a joint fire department and EMS district. Due to this
financial situation this outcome — without a fix — could potentially risk the jobs of first responders at a time
where these professions are needed in our communities.

If we fail to enact this legislative fix, we are jeopardizing essential public safety services. In the Town of
Rutland, the joint fire department provides life-saving services to a broad area. If the levy base is rolled
back, it will directly affect the coverage that the town receives from this joint department. That means fewer
resources, fewer firefighters and EMTs, and slower responses in times of urgency.

As elected officials, our responsibility is to serve the people of Wisconsin and ensure their safety and well-
being. That includes taking accountability for mistakes made by the state even if done unintentionally, and
acting quickly to correct them. Public safety must always be a top priority, and that starts with ensuring our
municipalities have the resources they need to fund fire and EMS services.

Without this fix, we are punishing local governments who were seeking the state’s assistance in trying to
do the right thing and were given the wrong information mistakenly. However, the real victims of this
unfortunate mishap are the residents of these municipalities who depend on these critical services every
day. They are the ones who will feel the impact when an ambulance is delayed, when a firetruck can’t
respond quickly enough, and when lives are at risk.

I urge the committee to support this bill. Let’s do the right thing for our municipalities, for our public safety
workers, and most importantly, for the people we represent.
Sincerely,

-~

Melissa A. Ratcliff
(She/Her/Hers)
Wisconsin State Senator
16% Senate District
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In Support of Senate Bill 439

Chairman Testin and members of the committee, thank you for hearing Senate Bill (SB) 439. My name is
Martin Shanks, and I am the Village Administrator for the Village of Oregon in Dane County. I am here
today to testify in support of SB 439.

On behalf of the Village of Oregon and our municipal partners in the Towns of Dunn, Oregon and Rutland,
I want to extend my sincere gratitude to Senators Marklein and Ratcliff, and Representatives Jacobson and
Udell in the Assembly, for introducing this legislation.

Our municipalities are members of the Oregon Area Fire-EMS District, which provides essential fire
protection and emergency medical services (EMS). Intergovernmental cooperation amongst our
communities for these services has a long history dating back to the 1960s for fire protection and the 1970s
for EMS.

Under state law, there is a municipal levy limit exception that allows members of joint fire and EMS districts
to levy additional tax dollars for these vital public safety services. To qualify, districts must meet certain
expenditure restraint requirements. This flexible funding tool is exclusive to only cooperating
municipalities, making it a powerful incentive for local governments to consolidate services and operate
more efficiently. Importantly, this exception is “base building” for municipal levies as the amount can be
carried over and levied year over year. This exception fundamentally supports reasonable and stable funding
for ongoing public safety operational costs.

In early 2024, our district and its member municipalities decided to explore the use of this exception for the
first time. The district had long identified a need to fund an additional full-time firefighter / emergency
medical technician and to increase wages for our dedicated paid-on-call staff to help with retention. This
levy limit exception was the right tool to fund these critical enhancements.

Recognizing the statute's complexity, and our own inexperience with it, we proactively engaged with the
Department of Revenue (DOR) for clarity on interpreting its application. Based on a shared understanding
and communication with DOR at the time, our communities proceeded for months in good faith to build
our budgets around this revenue tool and the DORs guidance.

By late 2024, the district budget had been approved. The district was proceeding with hiring the new
position and had communicated the planned wage increases to district staff. It was at this point that we
learned the initial guidance we received earlier in the year from DOR, by its own admission, was incorrect.
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As a result, the allowable exception we were advised was acceptable now needed to be reduced by a
combined $224,600 across three of our communities.

The timing of this communication made an adjustment of this magnitude unworkable. The district's budget
process was concluded under our intergovernmental agreement. Our municipal budgets had been formally
noticed for public hearings and were just days away from their final adoption meetings. Several months of
work would have been needed within several days. The situation had no precedent and no defined
procedures to address it. Coordination between multiple municipalities to schedule meetings, notice public
hearings and ensure quorums for elected bodies is complex. The reduction would require financial analysis
and present complex policy choices for budgeting at both the district and municipal levels. Our residents
would have been given effectively no meaningful time to participate or engage in an unclear, chaotic
process. All this while facing imminent statutory deadlines within weeks.

It was because of this situation that we, with the support of Senators Marklein and Spreitzer, and
Representative Jacobson, worked with DOR staff on a temporary solution, allowing us to proceed with our
2024 levy as originally advised without penalty. However, DOR’s initial position was that the levy reduction
would still need to occur for the 2025 levy. With the continued advocacy and engagement of our state
legislators, along with Governor Evers’ office, the League of Wisconsin Municipalities, and the Wisconsin
Towns Association, the DOR has since granted a second one-year exemption for the 2025 levy. While we
appreciate this flexibility, these year-to-year reprieves do not solve the underlying structural budget problem
caused by DOR’s original guidance.

SB 439 provides the permanent solution and certainty our communities need. It clarifies that for the three
specific municipalities affected, the base levy for 2025 will be the actual levy from 2024, inclusive of the
funds for our joint fire and EMS operations. This correction ensures that dollars already previously levied
in 2024 may remain there moving forward.

If this bill does not pass, the Village of Oregon will experience a mandatory levy reduction of $172,400.
The Town of Oregon will face a $51,100 reduction. These are substantive amounts of funds for our
communities, which will cause significant disruption. The public safety enhancements that prompted this
effort in the first place would be jeopardized, undermining the purpose of a base-building exception
designed to provide stable, ongoing revenue for exactly these types of operational costs. We would then be
forced to consider difficult options to address the shortfall, such as making cuts to these or other services.
This would needlessly draw other vital municipal departments and services into a complex budget problem,
all to correct a situation that arose from something entirely not of our making.

Navigating this issue has required a significant investment in public resources over the last year, including
countless hours of staff time and meetings between partner communities and other engaged parties.
Maintaining public trust is essential, and when our communities follow authoritative guidance in good faith,
only to have the outcome reversed, it creates immense challenges for local leaders. These are not just
numbers on a ledger to move around; we are left to manage the significant financial and operational
consequences; and the subsequent impacts on the public health and safety of our communities. We must
explain to our residents why a responsible plan to enhance public safety is now at risk.

This legislation is a narrowly tailored solution to put this unfortunate situation behind us and follow through
on our commitment to enhance public safety. On behalf of our communities, I respectfully urge the
committee to support SB 439. Thank you for your time and consideration.
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Wisconsin REALTORS® Association

To: Senate Committee on Agriculture and Revenue

From: Cori Lamont, Vice President of Legal & Public Affairs
Anna Knocke, Government Affairs Director

Date: October 7, 2025

RE: SB 439 — Levy increase limit for the village of Oregon and the towns of Oregon and
Rutland

The Wisconsin REALTORS® Association (WRA) opposes SB 439, legislation loosening the
property tax levy limits without requiring voter approval through referendum.

While the WRA supports efforts to address the need for vital emergency medical services
(EMS), we do not support carving out exceptions to levy limits that effectively eliminate
taxpayers’ ability to decide on property tax increases.

Background

Wisconsin Property Taxes Are Among the Highest in the Nation

Wisconsin property taxes are the 8th highest in the country. The average American
household spends $2,969 on property taxes annually on a median-priced home, but in
Wisconsin, that figure averages to approximately $5,000.

High property taxes are a major factor in housing affordability—they can either ease or worsen
the financial burden on homeowners. When property taxes are high, seniors and families
struggle to stay in their homes, first-time homebuyers are pushed out of the market, and
employers face greater challenges in retaining or attracting workers.

While increasing housing inventory and reducing regulatory costs are important steps toward
improving affordability, keeping property taxes in check remains a critical factor. Preserving the
strict levy limits enacted in 2011 is essential to providing meaningful relief for property owners.

Levy Limits Have Given Voters Control

In 2011, Wisconsin imposed a strict local property tax levy freeze, saving taxpayers over $14
billion. If local governments or school districts wish to increase the levy, they must seek voter
approval through a referendum — a process that ensures transparency and community control.
These referendums frequently succeed:

e Since 2011, Wisconsin voters have raised their own taxes by $18 billion through school
referendums. Nearly 70% of local government referendums since 2022 — focused on
public safety, roads, and essential services — have passed.

e 69.5% of EMS/public safety referendums passed from 2022 to 2024.

These outcomes show that voters, when the decision is in their hands, are willing to raise their
own taxes.



SB 439

SB 439 is designed to address a levy limit exemption issue for communities in the bill who
worked to establish and fund a Joint Fire & EMS Department in 2024.

As communities collaborate to evaluate and implement strategies for essential public services
like fire and EMS, it is imperative that these decisions are based on comprehensive data and
thorough analysis. Given that these services are funded by taxpayer dollars, any budgetary
miscalculations can lead to significant financial and operational consequences.

SB 439 works to codify an existing DOR exemption from levy limit penalty that may be imposed
on the communities involved. However, we must ensure that taxpayers are not left to bear the
financial burden when they didn’t have the opportunity to vote to increase their own property
faxes.

Recommendation
The WRA opposes SB 439 as introduced with the property taxpayer responsible for the cost and

instead recommends that the bill be modified to utilize state resources to grant the communities
a perpetual exemption from the penalty.



