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E very December, taxpayers receive a special holi-
day gift in the mail—their annual property tax 

bill.  While most ignore the details and immediately 
look for the “total due,” the tax bill includes much 
more than the amount of tax due.  Taxpayers can 
benefit from better understanding their annual bills.   

AMOUNT OWED

Property Taxes
 The sample 2011-12 tax bill below is received in 
December 2011 and is due in 2012.  It shows that, in 
the Village of Bascom in Commons County, Buck 
E. Badger is being billed $3,516.19 (A on tax bill) 
in total property taxes.  That amount is reduced by 
the state-funded first dollar ($79.76) and lottery and 

gaming ($74.86) credits, resulting in a net tax bill of 
$3,361.57 (B).  Net property taxes due this year were 
1% (C) more than the prior year (D).   In addition to 
name, address, and governmental information, a legal 
description of Mr. Badger’s property and his parcel 
number appears at the top right (G).  

Additional Charges
In addition to property taxes, some municipalities 

bill for other services provided; the most common 
being garbage pickup.  This practice removes some 
costs from the property tax, slightly reducing the tax 
rate.  It can also help communities remain below state-
imposed limits that restrict the allowable increases on 
local tax levies. 
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A side effect of shifting services from property 
taxes to user fees is its impact on federal (and some-
times state) income taxes.  While property taxes paid 
can be deducted from income when calculating federal 
income taxes owed, fees cannot.  In other words, re-
moving services from property tax funding can raise 
federal income taxes.  

In the sample tax bill, Mr. Badger is charged 
for two services not funded with property taxes, a 
$95 fee for garbage pickup and a $285.37 special 
assessment for sidewalks (E).  Adding these two 
charges to the tax bill brings the total amount due 
to $3,741.94 (F).  

MORE INFORMATION
Tax bills are no one’s idea of light reading, but 

they have a lot more to tell—about tax trends, assess-
ment practices, and even state budget priorities—than 
the amount due. 

Individual Levies
In Wisconsin, property taxes can be confusing 

because they are levied by multiple governments.  
In the sample bill, Mr. Badger has to pay property 
taxes to the state ($36.20), county ($485.37), village 
($1,408.73), local school district ($1,341.46), and lo-
cal technical college ($244.43, H).  Some taxpayers 
may also pay to lake or sewer districts, or to other 
local taxing bodies.

Levies for each taxing unit are listed for both 
2011 and 2010 (I) which enables comparison.  Mr. 
Badger’s school taxes fell 3.2% this year, while the 
local technical college district and village levies rose 
4.6% (J) and 3.5%, respectively.  

To some, a net levy increase of just 1.0% might 
be surprising considering all taxing units, except the 
local school district, increased their levies by 1.6% 
or more.  However, because schools generally ac-
count for the largest portion of taxes due, they have 
a larger effect on the total bill than other individual 
taxing units.  

The Bascom school district levy differs slightly 
from other levies listed on Mr. Badger’s tax bill because 
of the school levy credit (K).  Unlike the first dollar 
and lottery and gaming credits—which are subtracted 
from the gross tax total at the bottom of the bill—the 
school levy credit is subtracted directly from the school 
levy.  In Mr. Badger’s case, the Bascom school levy 
(before the credit) was $1,536.85.  After reducing it 

by the credit amount ($195.39), the levy shown on the 
tax bill was $1,341.46.  Thus, the school levy shown 
on the tax bill is a net amount.  

Tax Rate
Often, most property tax discussion focuses on 

tax rates.  The rate is determined by dividing the tax 
levy by assessed property value.  In Mr. Badger’s 
case, the net tax rate, after all state aid and tax credits 
(except the lottery credit), is $.02021 (L).  The rate 
is typically expressed per $1,000 of property value, 
in which case Mr. Badger’s rate was $20.21 for each 
$1,000 of assessed value.  

Values
The tax bill lists two values associated with the 

Badger property.  The first is the assessed value (M): 
Mr. Badger’s land is assessed at $31,500 and his 
improvements at $138,500.  The assessed value is 
determined annually by a local assessor, although it 
can remain unchanged for several years if the munici-
pality does not do an annual revaluation.  

The bill also shows the estimated fair-market 
value (O).  This figure is derived from the Wiscon-
sin Department of Revenue’s annual estimates of 
equalized values.  Equalized values are used to fairly 
distribute total county, school, and technical college 
levies among the municipalities within those taxing 
districts.  These estimates are as of January 1 of the 
year the property tax bill is sent; in this case, January 
1, 2011.  

The average assessment ratio (N) shows taxpayers 
at what percent of market value their property is being 
assessed.  Assessed and fair-market values can differ 
significantly if a municipality does not keep its valu-
ations current.  In such cases, the average assessment 
ratio will differ from 1.00 (or 100%).  In Mr. Badger’s 
case, his home is assessed at 88.22% (0.8822) of fair 
-market value ($170,000/$192,700).  

State Aids
State-local finance in Wisconsin is rather unusual 

compared to other states.  While the majority of tax 
revenue here is collected at the state level, most ser-
vices are provided locally.  As a result, state aids to 
local governments comprise the majority of spending 
in the state budget.  

Mr. Badger’s bill shows that state aid paid to 
local units serving him totaled over $11 million in 
2011 (P).   o  
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