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Each November, newspapers 
around the state report on  mu-

nicipal, county, and school property 
tax levies set by local officials.  In 
December property owners are 
billed for their share of those levies.

Often, those bills spark ques-
tions, such as:

   Why did my school prop-
erty taxes increase when the school 
levy was unchanged this year?

   My assessment increased 
10% last year after the town revalued 
properties, yet my taxes declined. 
Why? or 

   The assessed value of my 
property has not changed for the past 
three years, yet my property taxes 
keep increasing.  How can that be?

To be sure, property tax levies 
play a large role in determining in-
dividual tax bills.  That said, answers 
to the above questions have more to 
do with property valuation.

Taxpayers often underestimate 
the role of valuation in Wisconsin’s 
property tax system.  In Wisconsin, 
two measures of value—assessed 
and equalized—are used to apportion 
property taxes.  Uneven changes in ei-
ther can shift property taxes between 
property owners, resulting in higher 
bills even when levies are unchanged.

ASSESSMENT BASICS

Why Assess?
In order to impose a tax, govern-

ment officials must know an item’s 
value or, in some cases, the quantity 

sold.  The sales tax is applied to the 
price of the good or service pur-
chased.  The income tax is imposed 
on the dollar value of wages and 
investment earnings.  Gas taxes and 
cigarette taxes are applied to each 
gallon or pack, respectively.

Similarly, the property tax is 
applied to the value of property.  
However, while prices and incomes 
are known with a high degree of cer-
tainty, property values are often not.  

For a recently sold home, market 
value is typically the selling price.  
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WA m I prepared for college classes or 
skilled work after high school?  

This question worries college freshmen, 
high school seniors, and their parents.  It 
also concerns budget-squeezed college 
administrators who must offer remedial 
courses and employers unable to find 
skilled workers.

There is reason for anxiety: A new 
report, “College and Career Readiness, 
2012,” shows only 31% of this year’s 
Wisconsin high school graduates were 
prepared to succeed in four common 
courses taken by college freshmen.  The  
findings are from an Iowa testing firm 
(ACT) that looked at college entrance 
exam results from about 48,000 Wis-
consin students graduating this year.

Benchmarking Badgers

By surveying “high school and col-
lege educators to pinpoint the knowl-
edge and skills needed for first-year 
college coursework,” ACT was able to 
identify minimum test scores needed on 
each of its four tests to ensure a 50% 
chance of a B or better or a 75% chance 
of a C or better in first-year college 
courses. The benchmark scores ranged 
from 18 to 24 (out of a possible 36) on 
each of ACT’s subject-area tests (Eng-
lish, math, reading, and science).

Wisconsin students had average 
ACT scores that equalled or surpassed 
three of four benchmarks.  As the table 
(above) shows, they averaged 21.5 on 
the English portion of the ACT, 3.5 
points above the 18.0 benchmark for 
English composition and 1.0 points 
above the US average.  However, this 
was 0.2 points below what Badger State 
students scored in 2008.  A similar pat-
tern prevailed in all four subject areas.

Ben' 11-12 5-Yr. US
mark Avg. Chg. Avg.

English/Comp. 18.0 21.5 -0.2 20.5
Math/Algebra 22.0 22.0 -0.3 21.1
Reading/Soc. Sci. 21.0 22.1 -0.5 21.3
Science/Biology 24.0 22.1 -0.2 20.9
Overall na 22.1 -0.2 21.1

ACT Test/
College Equiv.
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On average, state students met the 
benchmark for college algebra (22.0) 
and surpassed it for social science (based 
on ACT reading, 22.1 vs. 21.0).  How-
ever, they lagged behind the benchmark 
for science (22.1 vs. 24.0), even though 
they topped the US average (20.9). 

Detailing readiness

The problem with averages is that 
they do not reveal how many Wiscon-
sin students actually met or exceeded 
each subject-area benchmark and were 
college-ready.  The table (below) does 
that, and also includes information 
based on student background.

n All students. Overall, 75% of our 
students reached the readiness threshold 

Group Engl. Read. Math Sci. Tot.
(Comp.) (S. Sci.) (Alg.) (Bio.) -

All 75 59 54 38 31

Male 73 59 60 44 36
Female 77 60 49 33 27

Black 27 17 9 5 3
Hisp. 52 38 30 17 13
White 83 66 61 44 35

Core + 80 64 60 42 35
< Core 63 48 39 27 20

HS Course Preparation (see note)

Gender

Ethnic Background

College, Career Readiness, 2012
ACT Benchmarks; Wis. and US Averages

College Readiness by Background, Courses
Pct. Students At or Above ACT Benchmarks

In brief

An Iowa testing firm that administers 
the ACT college entrance exam reports 
that only 31% of Wisconsin’s 2012 high 
school graduates are prepared to suc-
ceed in four courses typically taken by 
college freshmen.  The percentage is 
lower for African-Americans (3%) and 
Hispanics (13%).  Part of the challenge 
here is that minority students take 
less rigorous courses than they do in 
other states.

Capitol notes     

n	The Government Accountability 
Board (GAB) says that the May and 
June recall elections had an “unbud-
geted” price tag of $13.5 million, with 
most of the costs at the local level.  The 
GAB director explained that “instead 
of conducting two primaries and two 
elections this year, Wisconsin election 
officials will be conducting six elections.”

n	A June report from the Legislative 
Audit Bureau found that state government 
had 196 economic development programs 
administered by eight agencies.  In 2009-
11, the state spent an estimated $226.5 
million on such activities.

n	Meanwhile, another study identified 
36 programs in nine agencies that provide 
employment and training services.

n	WISTAX President Todd A. Berry 
is among 22 scholars, researchers, 
and policymakers named an affili-
ate of UW-Madison’s Center for the 
Advancement of Postsecondary Educa-
tion (WISCAPE).  WISCAPE affiliates 
help address Wisconsin’s postsecondary 
education challenges.  Berry has pre-
sented at past WISCAPE conferences 
and occasionally teaches UW graduate 
courses in education finance and policy.

Note:  The course “core” is four or more years of English and 
three or more years each of math, social studies, and science.taxwis
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  Milwaukee, the “hub” of Wisconsin business

Tax rhetoric inevitably heats up 
during election years, and one part of 
the debate centers on business taxes.

Some view businesses as im-
portant to job creation and focus 
on lessening or simplifying the tax 
burden on them. Others emphasize 
the need to fund increased public 
services with what they see as a more 
suitable mix of revenue.    

This debate is an important one 
but rarely relies on facts.  

OVERVIEW
A discussion of business taxa-

tion often focuses on the corporate 
income tax, but businesses pay a 
variety of taxes and fees, and some 
do not have to pay the corporate 
income tax.  In fact, Wisconsin busi-
nesses paid $8.5 billion in taxes in 

2011 but only $852.9 million was 
from this tax. 

Major business taxes also in-
clude those on property, sales, in-
come, and employment.  The state 
also places additional levies on util-
ity companies, insurance companies, 
and hospitals.  The three largest taxes 
(property, sales, and unemployment) 
accounted for almost 80% of all busi-
ness taxes. (See Figure 1, page 2) 

Property Tax 
The property tax is based on 

property values and tax rates.  Prop-
erty values are determined locally or, 
in the case of manufacturing, by the 
state.  Rates are determined largely 
by local governments.  Within each 
municipality, the same rate is applied 
to all types of property, whether it is  

residential, commercial, manufactur-
ing, or agricultural. 

Businesses paid $4.3 billion in 
property taxes in 2011, or almost $3 
billion more than the next-largest 
tax.  Business property taxes in-
creased 226.6% since 1982, when 
they totaled $1.3 billion (see Table 
1, page 3). 

Business property taxes are paid 
on several categories of property.  In 
2011, commercial and manufactur-
ing property taxes accounted for 
$1.9 billion and $261.7 million, 
respectively. 

Wisconsin businesses paid more than $8.5 billion in state and local taxes in 2011.  The largest business tax was 
the property tax, accounting for over half the total.  Businesses also paid more than $1 billion in sales (16% of the 
total) and unemployment (12%) taxes.  The corporate income tax—the most often discussed business tax—was 
only 10% of the total.  As a percent of private sector output, Wisconsin’s business taxes ranked 31st nationally, 
although the state’s unemployment, corporate income, and property taxes ranked in the top half of states.   
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However, two similar homes may sell at different 
prices because one owner needs to sell quickly and 
the other does not.  Moreover, most properties are 
rarely sold, making their value uncertain.  

Wisconsin’s constitutional uniformity clause 
states “the rule of taxation shall be uniform.”  Uni-
formity applies not only to tax rates within a juris-
diction, but to property valuations as well.  Thus, to 
determine value for property tax purposes, we turn 
to assessments, or a local assessor’s best estimate of 
each property’s value. 

More Than Just Homes.  When residents think 
assessments, they typically think homes.  That is un-
surprising as they receive property tax bills for their 
homes each December.

However, businesses, farm and forest land, 
and even some personal property are subject to the 
property tax and must also be valued.  Questions of 
who assesses, how properties are assessed, and how 
assessments are used are answered next.

Who Assesses?
Most property is assessed by a local assessor.  The 

one exception is manufacturing, which is assessed by 
the Wisconsin Department of Revenue (DOR).  

Large municipalities often employ their own 
full-time assessor.  Smaller communities typically 
hire, on a part-time basis, private contract assessors.  
Whether they are public- or private-sector employees, 
all assessors are certified by DOR and must follow 
the department’s long, detailed property assessment 
manual. 

How Are Properties Assessed?  
While most residents are interested in the nuts 

and bolts of residential assessment, they should un-
derstand that assessments of other properties affect 
residential property tax bills.  Not all properties are 
assessed in the same way as homes. 

Residential.  To estimate the value of a home, the 
assessor views individual properties, preferably inside 
and out.  He or she measures square footage, takes note 
of fixtures such as showers, cabinets, sinks, etc., and 
rates construction quality.  The assessor also considers 
recent sales in the area.  These factors help determine 
an assessed value reflecting the current market.  

Note that assessed values are as of January 1.  If a 
home was damaged in February, that damage would 
not be reflected in the current year’s assessment.

Commercial Property.  Like residential, com-
mercial property is valued at market.   However, the 
current market value is often more difficult to deter-
mine for commercial property, especially for “big 
box” stores, as sales are rare and configurations can 
vary.  The state assessment manual requires assessors 
consider three approaches to value:

 ■ The cost approach looks at the net cost of 
replacing the building;

 ■ The market approach considers recent sales of 
similar properties; and

 ■ The income approach values the property 
based on the income the property produces.

Over the past few years, some commercial property 
owners have challenged assessments based on what is 
termed the “dark store theory,” or the notion that the 
store’s value is the same as a similar empty storefront.  
Most have won and have had assessments reduced, 
affecting the tax bills of others in the community (see 
shifting discussion on page 5).

Agricultural Property.  Prior to 1998, farmland 
was valued based on its “highest and best use.”  For 
farms on the edge of urban areas, that often meant 
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valuing farmland based on what a developer might pay 
to create a subdivision or build a shopping center even 
if the owner intended to keep it in agricultural use.  

The 1995-97 state budget changed farmland as-
sessment from “highest and best use” to “use-value.”  
Under use-value, an acre of farmland is valued based 
on the net income that could be generated growing corn.  

A 2002 DOR study estimated that use value re-
duced farmland values by almost 90%, from $20.7 
billion under the old system to $2.8 billion under use-
value assessment. 

Ag-Forest and Undeveloped Land.  State law de-
fines agricultural forest land as “producing or capable 
of producing commercial forest products” and meet-
ing other specific conditions.  For ag-forest and for 
undeveloped land, the assessor determines the market 
value.  Once determined, the two property types are 
then assessed at 50% of that value for property tax 
purposes.

Challenging Assessments.  Assessments can be 
challenged by property owners at the annual board of 
review (see gray box on page 7 for details).

How Are Assessments Used?
Quality assessments are fundamental to a fair 

property tax system as they are used to apportion 
property taxes among a community’s property own-
ers.  At its most basic, a property owner’s share of the 
total tax levy is the same as his or her share of total 
assessed values.  

Smallville Example.  A simple example helps un-
derstanding.  Smallville is a community with a small 
store and two residents, each with their own home.  
Andrew’s home is assessed at $100,000; Betty’s at 
$150,000.  The store is assessed at $250,000.  The total 
assessed value of Smallville is $500,000 (see Figure 1).  

Property taxes in the village, including municipal, 
school, and county levies, total $10,000.  The village 
divides that amount among property owners according 
to their share of total value.  Since the assessed value 
of Andrew’s home is 20% of the total ($100,000 ÷ 
$500,000), he pays 20% of the tax, or $2,000.  Betty’s 
home accounts for 30% of total value ($150,000 ÷ 
$500,000), so she pays 30% of the tax, or $3,000.  
The value of the store is half the village total, and the 
owner pays half the levy, or $5,000.

The example highlights the importance of ac-
curate assessment in apportioning the property tax 
among owners.  If assessments are not current or 

accurate, some property owners will pay more than 
their “fair share” of the property tax, while others 
will pay less. 

Property Tax Rates.  Relying on assessments to 
distribute the property tax is a novel idea for many 
taxpayers.  They are familiar with a local property tax 
rate applied to the value of their property.  This rate, 
though, is simply an alternative method of determin-
ing property taxes.

Local governments do not directly set property 
tax rates; they approve property tax levies.  Once the 
levy is set, the property tax rate is calculated:  total 
levy divided by total value.  In Smallville, the property 
tax rate is $10,000 levy ÷ $500,000 value = 0.020, 
or more commonly expressed as $20 per $1,000 of 
assessed value.

Applying the rate to the value of the three proper-
ties yields the same result as dividing total taxes among 
owners using assessment shares: $2,000 for Andrew 
(0.02 x $100,000); $3,000 for Betty (0.02 x $150,000), 
and $5,000 for the store’s owner (0.02 x $250,000).  

Rates Can Be Deceptive. The problem with 
focusing on tax rates is it masks the importance of 
assessment in determining individual property tax 
bills.  Moreover, because rate arithmetic is not well 
understood, it can also be used to confuse taxpayers.

For example, suppose the village increased the 
levy 10% to $11,000 while assessed property values 
rose 20% to $600,000.  Local officials could tout a 
rate drop to $18.33 per $1,000 of value ($11,000 ÷ 
$600,000), despite the increased levy and property 
tax bills.

Assessments vs. Revaluations
Many taxpayers confuse two property tax terms:  

assessment and revaluation.  Assessment occurs annu-

Assess.        $100,000          $150,000               $250,000          $500,000

% of Total:      20%                   30%                       50%                100%

Taxes:           $2,000               $3,000                    $5,000            $10,000  

% of Total:      20%                   30%                       50%                100%   

Figure 1:  Assessments and Taxes in Smallville
Total Assessed Value $500,000; Total Property Taxes $10,000

Smallville 
Total

=
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ally.  Each spring, local assessors compile an assess-
ment roll, a list of a community’s taxable properties 
and their assessments or assessed values.  

These amounts may be the same as in the prior year, 
or they may differ.  In many communities, assessed 
values remain unchanged in most years.  However, if a 
home was expanded or damaged in the prior year, the as-
sessed value should be updated to reflect those changes.

Due to the uniformity clause, sale of a home 
does not necessarily trigger an assessment change.  
If assessment of one property is updated to current 
market value while others are assessed based on the 
market several years prior, properties are not assessed 
uniformly.

A community-wide revaluation remedies that 
situation.  During a revaluation, the assessor again 
inspects individual properties, measures, and consid-
ers recent sales.  New assessed values are generated 
reflecting current market conditions. 

Municipalities must revalue at least once every 
five years.  In addition, at least once every five years, 
assessments for each major class of property must be 
within 10% of market value.  State law defines a major 
class as a property type—residential, commercial, 
agricultural, etc.—that accounts for more than 10% 
of total value in the community.

Why Revalue?  A return to the Smallville, several 
years later, shows the importance of revaluation.  
While assessed values have remained unchanged 
(there has been no revaluation), inflation and other 
factors have affected property values in the village.  
In particular, Betty’s lake front property is in high 
demand; similar properties in the area have sold for 
more than $200,000.  Yet, the three taxpayers continue 
to pay taxes based on dated assessed values.

The village board votes to revalue and the 
three properties are reassessed:  Andrew’s home 
at $105,000; Betty’s at $225,000; and the store at 
$270,000.  Total assessed values in Smallville are now 
$600,000 and total property taxes are unchanged at 
$10,000 (see Figure 2).  

Even though Andrew’s home increased in value 
from $100,000 to $105,000, its share of total assessed 
value declined from 20% to $17.5% ($105,000 ÷ 
$600,000).  Thus, Andrew’s property tax bill dropped 
from $2,000 to $1,750 (17.5% of the $10,000 total 
levy).  The value of the store also rose, but like An-
drew’s home, it now accounts for a smaller share 
of total value: 45% versus 50% before revaluation.  
Taxes on the property fall from $5,000 to $4,500.

Because the market for properties similar to Bet-
ty’s was strong, its share of total value increased from 
30% to 37.5%, resulting in a higher tax bill–$3,750 
vs. $3,000 prior to revaluation.

Note that after revaluation, the tax rate declined 
from 0.02 to 0.0167 ($10,000 ÷ $600,000), or $16.70 
per $1,000 of value.  The decline was due solely 
to rising values; the levy remained unchanged at 
$10,000.

This revaluation example highlights two impor-
tant property tax issues.  First, because assessments 
were out of date prior to the revaluation, Andrew and 
store’s owner were paying more than their “fair share” 
of the property tax, while Betty was paying less.  All 

DOR begins process of calculating equalized values.  Local assessors begin 
assessment process.  Equalized and assessed values are as of January 1.

     January                         February                         March                         April                         May                         June                         July                         August                         September                         October                  November                December

Local assessments 
usually completed.  

Assessment roll 
compiled.

Board of review 
convenes.  Property 
owners can discuss, 

challenge assessment.

Figure 3:  Timeline for Estimation and Use of Assessed and Equalized Property Values

Assess.        $105,000          $225,000               $270,000          $600,000

% of Total:     17.5%                37.5%                   45.0%               100%

Taxes:           $1,750               $3,750                    $4,500            $10,000  

% of Total:     17.5%                37.5%                   45.0%               100%   

Figure 2:  Assessments, Taxes in Smallville After Revaluation
Total Assessed Value $600,000; Total Property Taxes $10,000

Smallville 
Total

=
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three are now paying property taxes based on the 
current market value of their properties.

Second, revaluation does not necessarily mean a 
property tax increase.  The value of Andrew’s home 
and the store rose after revaluation.  Yet, their property 
taxes declined because the value of Betty’s home in-
creased more.  Often, changes to an individual’s prop-
erty taxes are the result of shifting property values.

Other Assessment Shifts.  A similar result occurs 
when assessments are successfully appealed.  For 
example, instead of revaluation, suppose the owner of 
the store appealed her assessment and had it reduced 
from $250,000 to $200,000.  That property would 
now account for 44.4% of total values ($200,000 ÷ 
$450,000 total value); property taxes would fall from 
$5,000 to $4,440.

The decline in the store’s value shifts property 
taxes to other properties.  Andrew’s share of value 
rises to 22.2%, Betty’s to 33.3%.  As such, they are 
now apportioned larger shares of the levy.  Andrew’s 
tax bill increases from $2,000 to $2,220; Betty’s from 
$3,000 to $3,330.

EQUALIZED VALUES
Assessed values are consistent estimates of value 

within a community, and thus can be used to distribute 
property taxes among all property owners within that 
community.  But counties, technical college districts, 
and most K-12 school districts are comprised of mul-
tiple municipalities, some of which may have assessed 
values near market value due to recent revaluation 
and others with dated assessments.  Thus, assessed 
values are inappropriate for apportioning these levies 
to underlying municipalities.

Instead, Wisconsin uses a second measure of value 
unfamiliar to many residents.  Equalized values are 
state estimates of the current market value of all tax-
able property in the state.  

Equalized vs. Assessed
There are two important differences between 

assessed and equalized values.  First, while assessed 
values can be dated, equalized values are always cur-
rent.  Second, while assessed values are estimates for 
individual properties, equalized values are for groups 
of properties—entire municipalities, counties, and 
school districts.

When estimating equalized values, DOR consid-
ers property sales, assessments, property appraisals, 
and other information.  While local assessments are 
generally published in the spring, equalized values are 
not reported until August.  Like assessments, equal-
ized values are as of January 1.

Use of Equalized Values
During October and November, municipalities, 

counties, K-12 schools, and technical colleges set their 
property tax levies.  For a county or a technical college 
levy, that amount is paid by residents of many underly-
ing municipalities.  A school district’s levy is often paid 
by residents of two, three, or more municipalities.

In Wisconsin, these levies are not passed directly 
to local taxpayers.  Rather, they are apportioned to 
the underlying municipalities using equalized values.  
The municipality then bills local property owners for 
not only the municipal levy, but the municipality’s 
share of the county, school, and technical college 
levies as well.

The apportionment is similar to the one just dis-
cussed using assessed values.  Each municipality is 
billed for a share of the overlying taxing unit’s levy 
equal to its share of equalized property values.  For 
example, if the total equalized property value in a city 
accounts for 10% of the value in the county, the city 
is apportioned 10% of the county levy.  

The City of Antigo in Langlade County illus-
trates this process (see Table 1, page 6).  In 2015-16, 

     January                         February                         March                         April                         May                         June                         July                         August                         September                         October                  November                December

Equalized values for 
municipalities, counties, 

and school districts 
finalized, released by DOR

Property tax levies for 
municipalities, counties, schools 

set.  Equalized values used to 
apportion to municipalities

Assessed values used by 
municipalities to apportion total 
property taxes to local property 

owners. Tax bills sent.

Figure 3:  Timeline for Estimation and Use of Assessed and Equalized Property Values
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its equalized value totalled $358 million, which was 
21.5% of the Langlade County total.  Thus, the city 
was apportioned 21.5% of the county’s $9.2 million 
levy, or $2.0 million.  Similarly, Antigo was billed for 
33.5% of the school district levy ($3.1 million of $9.2 
million total) and 2.3% of Northcentral Technical Col-
lege’s levy ($0.4 million of $19.2 million total).  The 
city also levied $3.5 million for municipal purposes.   

Combined, city residents were responsible for 
$9.0 million in total property taxes.  That amount 
was then apportioned to local taxpayers using as-
sessed values.

Equalized Values and Tax Shifting
The discussion on pages four and five highlights 

the property tax shifting that can occur during a re-
valuation.  A similar, and more common, shifting of 
property taxes occurs when equalized values in one 
community are rising faster than those in neighboring 
communities.  Table 2 illustrates.

School District AB is comprised of Town A and City 
B, each of which is home to two residents.  In year one, 
each home is assessed at $100,000 and each municipal-
ity’s equalized value equals its assessed value (1).

The school district levies $4,000 (2), which 
is divided equally between the two municipalities 

based on equalized values (both $200,000).  In both 
municipalities, the $2,000 levied is split evenly be-
tween the two residents (3) based on assessed values 
of $100,000 each.

In the second year, equalized values rise in the 
town due to an abundance of lake property in high 
demand.  Total equalized value there rises to $300,000 
(4), while the city remains at $200,000.  Total school 
district equalized values are now $500,000, of which 
Town A accounts for 60%.

The district’s levy remains unchanged at $4,000, 
but Town A is now apportioned 60% of that amount, 
or $2,400 (5); City B is apportioned the remaining 
$1,600 (40% of the $4,000 levy).  Each of these 
amounts are then distributed to residents based on 
assessments.  Despite an unchanged school levy, town 
residents each pay $1,200 in school taxes compared 
to $1,000 in the prior year (6).  School taxes for city 
residents decline to $800.

ASSESSMENT QUALITY
The most critical, yet overlooked, component of 

Wisconsin’s property tax system is assessment.  Eq-
uitable distribution of property taxes requires accurate 
and current assessments.  

The challenge for many communities is cost, as 
revaluations can be expensive.  Municipal officials 
must balance a trade-off between the cost of revaluing 
and the benefits of up-to-date assessments.

Assessment Ratios
The best way to measure assessment quality is to  

compare individual property sales with their assessed 
values.  Without access to that information, assess-
ment ratios—total assessed value as a percentage of 

Taxing District
2015 Eq. 

Value
Antigo 
Share

Total 
Levy

 Apportioned 
to Antigo

City of Antigo $358.0 100.0% $3.5 $3.5
Langlade County 1,664.2 21.5% 9.2 2.0
Antigo Schools 1,068.4 33.5% 9.2 3.1
Northcentral Tech 15,251.0 2.3% 19.2 0.4

Table 1:  Apportioning Tax Levies in Antigo
2015-16, $ Millions

Value Share Levy Value Share Tax Value Share Levy Value Share Tax

School Dist. AB $400 $4.0 $500 $4.0
Town A $200 50% $2.0 $200 $2.0 $300 60% $2.4 $200 $2.4

Home A1 $100 50% $1.0 $100 50% $1.2
Home A2 $100 50% $1.0 $100 50% $1.2

City B $200 50% $2.0 $200 $2.0 $200 40% $1.6 $200 $1.6
Home B1 $100 50% $1.0 $100 50% $0.8
Home B2 $100 50% $1.0 $100 50% $0.8

Assessed
Year 1 Year 2

AssessedEqualized Equalized

1=
=
=

2

3

3

4 5 6

Table 2:  Changing Equalized Values Shift Property Taxes
Hypothetical School District, Municipalities, $ Thousands

6
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total equalized value in a community—can be exam-
ined.  As mentioned, state law requires a municipal-
ity’s assessed values be within 10% of current market 
values once every five years.  Assessment ratios less 
than 90% indicate the municipality is likely due for 
revaluation.

In 2016, total assessed value was within 10% of 
total equalized value in nearly 92% of municipalities; 
assessed values were within 5% of equalized in 67% 
(see Figure 4).  Those were the highest percentages 
in many years.  The gains since 2006, though, may 
not be solely due to revaluations.

In 2006, assessed values were within 10% of 
equalized values in only 42.5% of municipalities.  
In the years following, ratios improved dramatically  
so that by 2012, that percentage approached 90%.  
Clearly, some municipalities revalued during these 
years.  

However, this period included an extended reces-
sion in real estate values.  Equalized values statewide 
declined 8.4% during 2008-12.  If equalized values 
fall and assessments remain unchanged, assessment 
ratios rise.  In other words, much of the improvement 
may have been due to market decline rather than 
revaluation.

The challenge moving forward is to keep assess-
ments near market value.  While the onus for this is 
on municipal officials, property owners should hold 
their feet to the fire.  After all, revaluations do not 
mean universal property tax hikes.  They just assure 
that taxpayers are paying the appropriate share of 
the levy.  o
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Figure 4:  
Assessment Ratios Improve Due to Recession?
Assessed as % of Equalized Values for All Municipalities 

Challenging Assessments
When a municipal revaluation is complete, prop-

erty owners receive a notice of the new assessed value.  
If the property owner feels the assessment is too high, 
he or she can appeal, but it must be done in a timely 
manner.  Written or verbal notice of intent to file an 
objection must be provided to the board of review’s 
clerk at least 48 hours prior to the board’s first meeting.  

The board of review must schedule its first meet-
ing in the 30 days after the second Monday in May, 
but it may schedule a later date if assessments are not 
completed.    

Municipalities hold an “open book,” during 
which assessments may be reviewed and the assessor 
questioned.  A property owner who is unhappy with 
his or her assessment should first talk with the local 
assessor.  The assessment roll must be open for a 
minimum of two hours prior to the board of review’s 
first meeting.    An individual who believes a property 
is not fairly assessed must file an objection during 
these two hours.

In making the decision to appeal, the taxpayer 
should be aware that (1) the assessor’s value is 
presumed correct unless proved otherwise by fac-
tual evidence presented at the hearing, and (2) small 
percentage differences in value are not sufficient to 
warrant a change.  

The property owner is expected to establish what 
he or she feels is the fair market value of the property 
during the appeal.  If the owner’s property was recently 
purchased, the purchase price is the best evidence of 
fair market value.  The next best indicator of current 
market value is sale of comparable properties in the 
area.  These properties are affected by similar fac-
tors, such as proximity to schools, parks, shopping, 
or employment.  

Taxpayers considering an appeal should call their 
municipal clerk to verify dates for the open book period 
and the board of review meeting.  Those pursuing an 
appeal must follow appeals process guidelines.  

Individuals dissatisfied with the decision of the 
board of review have two additional appeal options.  
First, they may ask DOR to review the board’s deci-
sion.  Requests must be filed within 20 days of the 
board’s decision.  

Second, taxpayers can also challenge the board 
of review’s decision or DOR’s ruling with the circuit 
court.  The court does not hear new evidence;  rather, 
it looks at the prior record and either upholds or invali-
dates the assessment.  That is why it is important to 
present all evidence relating to the property assessment 
during the board of review meeting.
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WISTAX NOTES

   CAFR Facts.  In April, state accountants released 
the 2016 edition of the Comprehensive Annual Finan-
cial Report, or CAFR for short.  The document contains 
Wisconsin’s official financial statements along with other 
information on state finances.

GAAP Deficit Falls.  The statements detail state rev-
enues and spending for fiscal 2016 using generally accepted 
accounting principles (GAAP).  Under GAAP, Wisconsin 
finished the year with an ending balance of -$1.72 billion 
in its general fund.  The 2016 “GAAP deficit” was a slight 
improvement over the -$1.78 ending balance in 2015.

That the state reported a GAAP deficit in 2016 is not 
surprising:  It has reported one in every year since 1990.  
That said, negative ending balances are rare among the 
states.  Last year, only four other states—Connecticut, Il-
linois, Kansas, and West Virginia—reported them.  More-
over, in both total dollars and per capita (-$299), the Badger 
State’s balance was second-worst behind Illinois (-$9.6 
billion total and -$747 per capita).

Wisconsin also reports it finances on a cash basis.  Us-
ing that approach, the state reported an ending balance of 
$331 million for 2016.

State Debt Little Changed.  At the end of fiscal 2016, 
Wisconsin had $13.7 billion in outstanding debt, 1.1% more 
than in 2015 but the same as in 2013.  Since 2011, state debt 
is up 6.1%.  During the prior five years, it climbed 22.2%.

Wisconsin issues three types of bonds: general obliga-
tion, revenue, and annual appropriation.  General obliga-
tion debt is backed by the full taxing power of the state.  
Typically, borrowing for new buildings and land purchases 
are funding with this type of debt.  Over the past decade, 
general obligation bonds have also been used to pay for  

 ■ Assembly GOP dives into transport finance; gubernato-
rial cold water (#9-17)

 ■ Budget politics, 2017:  “The world turned upside down”?  
(#10-17)
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transportation projects.  Wisconsin had $7.7 billion of 
general obligation debt at the end of fiscal 2016.

Revenue bonds are backed by a specific revenue source.  
Most are for transportation and are repaid with gas taxes 
and vehicle registration fees.  Revenue bonds totalled $3.0 
billion in 2016.

Unlike the other two bond types, annual appropria-
tion bonds are not backed by a pledged source of revenue.  
Instead, repayment must be appropriated each year.  Wis-
consin used this type of borrowing to pay for unfunded 
post-employment benefits.  It also used them in 2009 to 
refinance its tobacco settlement borrowing.  Annual ap-
propriation bonds totalled $3.0 billion in 2016.  o 


