
 

 

 

 

January 9, 2012 

 

Secretary Mark Gottlieb 

Wisconsin Department of Transportation 

4802 Sheboygan Ave. 

P.O. Box 7910 

Madison, WI 53707-7910 

 

Dear Secretary Gottlieb, 

 

I would like to provide you with our comments on the draft “Keep Wisconsin Moving” document that 

summarizes the key recommendations of the Transportation Finance and Policy Commission. 

 

Before we make our comments we wish to acknowledge the work ethic of the commission.  The 

commission worked diligently throughout the year, holding several listening sessions and developing 

recommendations.  We appreciate their (and your) perseverance. 

 

Nevertheless, in our opinion, the report and the recommendations are deeply flawed.  Moreover the “Keep 

Wisconsin Moving” draft contains false and misleading statements that should be corrected.   

 

The following represent our most serious concerns with the recommendations of the commission and the 

flaws of the draft “Keep Wisconsin Moving” document. 

 

First, while the commission recommends raising an astonishing $6.8 billion in new taxes, the commission 

did not recommend cutting back even one dollar on any highway expansion project underway or planned 

for the future.  Apparently it was a foregone conclusion of the commission that it was established to justify 

increasing taxes rather than take a serious look at how to better meet the state’s future transportation needs 

with declining revenues.  We strongly recommend that the commission revisit their work and address a “no 

new revenues” scenario.  

 

The assumption that the only problem with transportation spending in Wisconsin is that we don’t spend 

enough discredits the work of the commission. 
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Here are our specific concerns with the brochure: 

 

Page 6.  “Current transportation funding is provided largely by users of the system.” 

 

This statement is misleading if not blatantly false.  Current transportation revenues are provided 

largely by property taxpayers.  A little more than one half of the system is paid for by local 

revenues, primarily the property tax.  Nearly 80% of the costs of local roads (which are a part of the 

“system”) are paid for by locally generated non-user fees in cities and villages in Wisconsin.   

 

Page 6.   “The remaining funds come from a variety of transportation program sources, along with a small 

amount of general funds.” 

 

“Small amount of general funds” is in the eye of the beholder. We suggest that you put in the exact 

amount of general funds that are used and let the reader make the judgment about whether the sum 

is large or small.  Many people believe that tens of millions of dollars is not a “small” amount.   

 

Page 8.  “Deteriorated pavement and bridge conditions”; “Compromised Safety” and “Route and Service 

Cuts for Transit and Passenger Rail” 

 

We call this section “bring out the boogeymen.”  This recommendation insults the reader by 

assuming that we will have to compromise safety and cut transit if we don’t raise taxes.  Nowhere 

does the commission mention the possibility of holding back the construction of a new expansion to 

meet the safety needs of our existing system or the possibility of not adding a lane to some section 

of the interstate to help meet other existing system needs if there are no new revenues.   

 

Page 8.  “Increased congestion” 

 

According to the department’s own data, even though Wisconsin’s population is growing, there are 

less miles being driven on the state’s roads.  This trend started in 2004, long before the recession 

took place.  Even in economic recovery, we are not seeing any increase in miles driven.   

 

The graph of projected revenues on page 7 of the brochure backs up this point. The graph shows 

virtually no gain in annual revenues between 2014 and 2023.  This can be true only if there is no 

increase in VMT.  If there is no increase in VMT, how can there be “increased congestion?”  What 

is the basis of the claim of “increased congestion”? 
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Page 11.  “Creating a responsible plan” 

 

“Over the next 10 years, the Commission calls for an additional $479.5 million in annual transportation 

investment across all modes and services.” 

  

The commission recommends new spending of nearly one half a billion dollars a year and for 80% 

of that amount to go for state highways.  Yet, for the past 25 years, local units of government have 

been getting a smaller share of the Transportation Fund to reimburse their expenses and the lion’s 

share of the increase goes to new highway spending. Local roads are facing a true funding crisis.  

They have had state aids cut and local levies frozen.   

 

Of the $387 million in new spending on highways, only $33 million – less than 10% -  is used for 

addressing critical shortages in maintenance.  Moreover, this recommendation guarantees tax 

increases in the future as the new capacity will need more money for maintenance down the road. 

 

The chart below shows the singular focus of the commission on roads, despite the declining VMT 

figures. 
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Page 12.  “Fueling our future” 

 

 Despite having made only specious claims for the need for new revenues, the commission 

recommends an astonishing $6.8 billion in new taxes in five categories – including one that is simply a raid 

on general fund revenues (taxes on the trade-in value of a car.)  This raid on general funds only serves to 

exacerbate funding shortages at the local level.   

 

The report mentions on page 5 that truck traffic causes much of our maintenance problems:  

 

“Our economy relies on just-in-time delivery of goods to factories, stores and consumers. However, 

this leads to more and heavier trucks that cause significant wear on key highways. “ 

 

Yet, there are no recommendations for assessing those trucks a greater fee for the problems they cause.  

The commission appears to think that it’s better for commuters and property tax payers to pay for the 

damage caused by heavy trucks.   

 

We are deeply disappointed by the lack of vision in the report.  It serves only one purpose: to serve as a 

lobbying tool for higher taxes to build more roads even though the use of those roads is decreasing.  Far 

from being balanced, it is a charade.    

 

Instead of simply relying on business as usual and “all we need are more revenues”, the commission could 

have developed a visionary document.  The report ignores demographic shifts that show that the decline in 

VMT is the new reality.  It could have taken a stronger look at the real costs of widening the interstate to 

address a traffic problem that exists for only a few hours a day.  It could have looked at a true multi-modal 

system that relies on the benefits of rail as well as congestion management options to address the growing 

freight traffic on state highways.  It could have taken a look at the importance of local roads and addressed 

the funding crisis faced by local governments.  It could have taken a deeper look at transit, its importance to 

the economy and to local governments and developed a better strategy to deal with growing demand and 

diminishing resources. 

 

Instead, the commission chose to assume business as usual and simply figure out a way to get more 

revenues to pay for new projects. 
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We urge the commission to revisit its recommendations and to develop a balanced report.  Short of that, we 

urge you, as the Secretary of the Department of Transportation to disavow the report as being hopelessly 

short sighted and little more than a tool to enable raising taxes. 

 

Sincerely 

 

 
 

Steve Hiniker 

Executive Director 

 

 

 


