Finding the "freeze" and other tax-bill tips

W

2005· No. 26

ith state govemment talk of a
"freeze," taxpayers are paying
extra attention to their prope11y tax bills
this year. To aid in this effort, a "guide
to property tax bills" is offered here.

tery credit of $74.86 for a 2005 net
amount due of $3,361.57 (C). Gener
ally speaking, the lottery credit has
trended down over the past decade as
lottery sales have dropped from their
peak ten years ago.

The bottom line

With talk qf a ''freeze,'' taxpayers
are scrutinizing 2005-06 property
•
I
tax bills. Not only does Wisconsin's
tax bill allow citiz.ens to compare
fevies for this year and last, it also
provides lIseful information about I
tax rates, assessments, and even
state budget priorities.

The net tax amount due this year
($3,361.57) is $32.74, or I % (D), more
than the $3,328.83 (E) in propeliy taxes
billed last year.

Understandably, most taxpayers
will focus on the bottom line. On the
sample tax bill below for the Village of
Bascom in Commons County, Mr. Buck
E. Badger (A on tax bill) is being billed
a total of $3,436.43 (B) in property
taxes. That is reduced by a state lot-

Although the total change in levies
statewide will be small this year, indi
vidual tax bills will both rise and fall. A
_ freeze on every indi vidual bill is unlikely
for a variety of local circumstances af
fecting state school aid payments, state
levy limits and differing increases in
land value (see Focus #21-05) .
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cause they are levied by m~\t1y govern
ments. In Bascom. Buck E. Badger
has to pay 2005 amounts ranging from
. $36.20 to the state to $1,341.46 to the
local school district (I). Amounts for
2004 are shown for comparison (J).

garbage pickup separate from the gene
era I property tax. Municipalities like
this because it removes spending from
the property tax levy, thereby reducing
the tax rate and levy increase.
Others, however, fear that it makes
municipal spending less visible and,
therefore, more likely to rise, allowing
property taxes merely to be shifted to
other programs. Some taxpayers also
realize that a tax-to-fee shift can re
duce the income tax deduction for
state-local taxes, since fees are not de
ductible. A smaller deduction means
more income tax paid.

At 1.0%, the overall net-levy
change is almost flat (D). However, in
this example, school taxes fell 3.2%,
while the local technical college levy
(4.6%) rose the most (K), followed by
the village levy (3.6%).
School taxes generally dropped be
cause of state-imposed revenue limits,
coupled with increased state school aid.
Technical colleges were exempted from
the "freeze" limits, while municipalities
and counties could increase their levies
up to 2%-more if there was new con
struction to tax.

In Mr. Badger's case, he must pay
for two services not billed as property~
taxes, a $95 fee for garbage pickup and
a $285.37 special assessment for side
walks (F). This brings the total amount
due to $3,741.94 (G).

value of Mr. Badger's property (0).
The state estimates the total value of
all assessments in Bascom at 88.22%
of fair market value. This is indicated
by the average assessment ratio (N).
Two possihle conclusions can be
drawn from this. First, village assess
ments are becoming dated. Because
state law requires that assessments be
periodically adjusted to keep pace with
the market (in other words a ratio of
1.00), a 0.8822 assessment ratio sug
gests the village might be due for a re
assessment soon.
Second, if Bascom's assessments
are too low and Buck E. Badger's prop
erty is typical, then the fair market
value of his property might be higher
than its assessment. The fair-market
value of Badger's property is $192,700
(0) .

• Tax rate. The total net tax rate,
after all state aid and tax credits (ex
cept the lottery credit), is $.02021, or
$20.21 for each $1,000 of assessed
value (L). For the mathematically in
clined, multiplying the tax rate by the
assessed value gives the amount of tax
due, before the lottery credit is sub
tracted: 0.02021429 x $170,000 =
$3,436.43.

More stories to tell
Tax bills are no one's idea oflight
reading, but they have a lot more to
teach-about tax trends, assessment
practices. and even state budget priori
ties-than simply the amount due.
In addition to name, address and
governmental infoll11ation (A) at the top!
left of the bill, a legal descliption of Mr.'
Badger's property and his parcel num
ber appears at the top right (H).

• Assessment. Buck's total as
sessment of $170,000 is the combination
of the assessed value of the land ($31,500)
and improvements ($138.500) (M) .
This may not equal the full- or market-

• Individual levies. In Wiscon
sin, property taxes can be confusing be

What you really pay
Wisconsin is rather unusual among
the states in the share of all taxes col
lected by the state but used to subsi
dize local services. State aid to local
governments is about 60% of the state
budget.
Mr. Badger's bill shows that state
aid paid to local units serving him to
talledover$11 million (P)in2005. Al
though this may help relieve local
property taxes, it al so results in higher
state income, sales and gas taxes.
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