
April 9, 2021  

To:   Chairman Kooyenga and members of the Senate Committee on 

Financial Institutions and Revenue 

From:    M. Alice O’Connor   

              Executive Director Wisconsin Counties Utility Tax Association 

 

Re:  Support for SB70 disclosure of information regarding state   

Revenue  

The Wisconsin Counties Utility Tax Association (WCUTA) is 

comprised of 37 counties and guest counties who have a particular 

interest in the utility tax formula and how the state calculates utility aid 

payments. These payments are based off a formula designed in the late 

sixties, early seventies, where utilities paid taxes to the state (in lieu of 

local taxation).  Since early 1970, the state has collected utility tax 

money from qualifying utility properties (municipal electric companies, 

electric cooperatives, municipal light, heat and power companies and 

private light, heat and power companies and all their substations.)  

Until a few weeks ago, after six year of consistently asking the Dept. of 

Revenue for information about utility tax collections,  we received it  

after filing an open records request. We have been asking one basic 

question for the last six years.   

Why does the state keep between $290 million to approximately $310 

million dollars each year and only return about $70 million to the 

state’s 1,800 cities, villages, towns and 72 counties? Why does the DOR 

keep at least 70 percent or more of the money and return 30 percent or 

less to local governments? It was a simple question and lacked repeated 

transparency.   Over more than a few decades, this low return of utility 

taxes and reductions, translated into sizable dollars lost for use by local 

governments.  

We believe all taxes collected need to be accountable for their intended 

purpose. And utility taxes are a payment in lieu of local general 

property taxation of those utilities. 

We applaud the Department of Revenue Secretary Peter Barca and his 

State and Local Taxes Department because they have been willing to 

meet with us and help us finally understand, we need statutory changes 

to the existing formula if we expect to obtain a greater percentage of 

utility tax dollars back to local governments. This took six years.     

We don’t believe an open records request should be necessary to obtain 

tax information collected by the Department of Revenue and how they 

spend tax dollars.  We just obtained a 990 page report thanks to DOR. 

We need time to now analyze. My Association will be partnering with 

our other local stakeholder groups to analyze this data before we return 

to the legislature with specific recommendations for statutory changes.    
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We support this legislation because it can address any 

remaining inhibitors to Department of Revenue 

transparency about its tax collections and use of tax 

dollars.     

A lot of wasted time and effort and run arounds could have been 

avoided over a six year period if the Department of Revenue had felt 

they could share the requested information, despite no reference to  

specific statutes,  administrative code or federal law that prohibited the 

sharing of such information.   

Members of the Wisconsin Counties Utility Tax Association, like state 

elected officials strive to be conscientious stewards of tax dollars. We 

are but one example of how greater transparency envisioned under 

SB70 would make our government more transparent to everyone. There 

should be reasons and explanations for the sizable dollars that are 

collected year after year, and specifically when the taxes collected are 

not used for their intended purpose.  A payment in lieu of taxes should 

be defensibly fair. Without information we have had no way to judge 

what a fair payment would look like.  

Separately, with coal fired power plants shutting down and shifting to 

other forms of energy generation, we also know that a nearly 60 year 

old formula is going to become more of an issue the Wisconsin   

legislature. Local governments  will continue to face further revenue 

reductions under the current utility tax formula.  

We urge you to support this legislation from Senator Cowles and Rep. 

Kerkman because transparency in government at all levels should be a 

practice where taxpayers know what taxes are collected and how they 

are used.    Thank you for your consideration. Please let me know if 

there are any questions or if I, or any member of my Board can provide 

further assistance.   

 








