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December 21, 2012           
 
 
For more information contact: Peg Schmitt 
(608) 266-7744, peg.schmitt@dot.wi.gov  
 
 
Transportation Commission releases preliminary recommendations 
 

MADISON – At its December 5 meeting, the Wisconsin Transportation Finance and Policy 

Commission gave preliminary approval to a set of recommendations on how to pay for new 

transportation investments (details attached). 

 

The 10-member citizen commission was created in the 2011-13 state biennial budget to advise 

the Governor and Legislature on how to finance state transportation needs over the next 10 

years.  

 

The Commission expects to release its complete report and provide final approval of the 

recommendations at its next meeting on January 23, 2013.  A summary document detailing the 

Commission’s analysis and preliminary recommendations is available on the web at 

http://www.dot.wisconsin.gov/about/tfp/index.htm  

  

### 

NOTE: View this document on the Web at: http://www.dot.wisconsin.gov/news/index.htm. 
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WISCONSIN TRANSPORTATION FINANCE AND POLICY COMMISSION  
PRELIMINARY RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
 

At its meeting on December 5, 2012, the Wisconsin Transportation Finance and Policy 

Commission gave preliminary approval to a set of recommendations and findings.  The 10-

member citizen commission was created by the 2011-13 state biennial budget to advise the 

Governor and the Legislature on how to finance state transportation needs over the next 10 

years. Since its inception in October 2011, the Commission has held 12 public meetings, four 

public listening sessions, local official and stakeholder meetings, and focus group discussions.   

 

The Commission’s overall goal was to develop policy changes and financing options to balance 

projected transportation needs with revenues over the next 10 years.         

 

What the Commission found 
 

Wisconsin faces many challenges when it comes to meeting the growing needs of its 

multimodal transportation network. The state’s roads, bridges, railways, harbors, airports and 

transit facilities are getting older and more congested. A growing segment of the population is 

aging and increasingly dependent on public transit services. Wisconsin’s economic future and 

the safety of all of its residents and visitors depend on a quality transportation network that can 

efficiently move people to jobs, raw materials to factories, finished products to markets, and 

tourists to their destinations.  

 

At the same time, the state’s decades-old transportation funding model is not keeping pace 

with current or future needs. The state has chosen to address its transportation funding shortfall 

with increased debt through bond issuance – a path that is unsustainable over the long term.  

 

Current revenue and travel trends  
 

Over the past year, the Commission developed an understanding of the state’s transportation 

programs and services and how Wisconsin funds its entire multimodal transportation network. 

A narrow state and federal funding base – primarily, motor fuel taxes and vehicle registration 

fees – funds the transportation network and its maintenance needs, operations of the Division 

of Motor Vehicles, and the Wisconsin State Patrol.  
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Improvements in motor vehicle fuel economy and the increasing popularity of hybrid and 

electric vehicles are decreasing state and federal motor fuel tax collections. Additionally, since 

2002, the number of vehicle miles traveled (VMT) has been essentially flat on a statewide basis. 

Statewide VMT has declined over three percent from its peak in 2004, yet many urban areas of 

the state are experiencing congestion. The result is increasing transportation needs and 

decreasing revenues to address them.  

 

The federal motor fuel tax (unchanged since 1993) is 18.4 cents per gallon, and the state motor 

fuel tax is 30.9 cents per gallon.1 The last time the Legislature voted to increase the state motor 

fuel tax was in 1997. Since 2006 when motor fuel tax indexing was repealed, inflation has 

reduced the buying power of the state motor fuel tax by nearly 13 percent.  

 

The state’s decision to issue bonds to address the loss of revenues led to debt payments of 

$762 million in the 2011-13 biennium. Assuming a similar level of bonding over the next 10 

years, debt service will consume one-quarter of all state transportation revenues by FY 2023.  

 

Review of transportation needs – four scenarios 
 
The Commission scrutinized current state transportation investments to gain a better 

understanding of how transportation assets and projects are currently managed and how 

overall performance is measured. To better understand the potential needs of the transportation 

network in the future, the Commission considered four scenarios that define the condition of the 

network by 2023, at different investment levels.  

 

The four needs analyses – from system disinvestment to multimodal enhancements – allowed 

commissioners to consider the funding levels needed to address specific goals for the condition 

of the transportation network over the next 10 years. The four scenarios gave the Commission 

a common perspective from which to develop its recommendations. All scenarios assume a 

total of almost $25 billion in state and federal transportation revenues over the decade.  

 

 Scenario One – Disinvestment:  Scenario One holds transportation expenditures at 

current levels over the next 10 years resulting in a 15.7 percent reduction in purchasing 

power. This scenario envisions significant deterioration of the state transportation 

                                                           
1 An additional 2.0 cents goes to the Petroleum Inspection Fund. 



4 

 

network.  The condition of state and local highway pavements and bridges deteriorate.  

Planned major highway projects are delayed several years. Funding for transit, rail, 

harbors and airports is not adequate to maintain current conditions and service levels.  

Projected 10-year cost:  $27 billion.  Funding gap: $2 billion. 

 

 Scenario Two – Preservation:  Scenario Two preserves existing transportation services 

and the physical condition of the system at current levels over the next decade. This 

scenario does not address traffic congestion issues, resulting in a 50 percent increase in 

congested roadway miles. Projected 10-year cost:  $30.8 billion. Funding gap: $5.8 

billion. 

 

 Scenario Three – Capacity Management:  Scenario Three keeps current transportation 

services, conditions, and traffic congestion at current levels and allows highway 

maintenance and traffic operations services to keep pace with needs.  Funding for other 

transportation modes keeps pace with inflation. Projected 10-year cost: $40.3 billion. 

Funding gap: $15.3 billion. 

 

 Scenario Four – Multimodal Enhancements:  Along with meeting goals noted in 

Scenario Three, this alternative scenario addresses basic needs of public transit, airport, 

freight rail and commercial port systems. Projected 10-year cost: $42.1 billion. Funding 

gap: $17.1 billion. 

 

Scenarios two through four focus on preserving the condition and service levels of the 

multimodal transportation network. The Commission found that, over 10 years, more than $6 

billion of new investment will be needed to preserve the current condition and service levels of 

Wisconsin’s transportation network – even more if the network is enhanced.   
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The consequences of no action 
 

 Without additional investment, the percentage of state and local highway pavements 

and bridges in poor or worse condition will increase from 20 percent in 2014 to 

42 percent in 2023. 

 

 Planned major highway projects will be delayed six years, resulting in a 22 percent 

increase in congested highway miles. 

 
 Maintenance and traffic operations will continue to be underfunded, resulting in less 

investment in traveler warning and road weather management systems, deferred routine 

maintenance, longer time frames for snow removal after winter storms, and higher costs 

for road repair in the future.  

 
 State transit funding will decline, resulting in reduced transit service in our communities, 

unless local governments significantly increase their share of funding.  Further, without a 

local revenue mechanism, local governments will continue to rely on property taxes to 

fund their local transit share.   

 
 The state will be unable to maintain current conditions in freight rail, airports, harbors, 

bicycle and pedestrian facilities.   

 

The Commission’s investment plan 
 
After careful consideration of the impact of a “do nothing” approach, the Commission developed 

its program and funding recommendations to assure an acceptable condition level for the 

transportation network. These recommendations are not a wish list – they essentially fund 

programs to maintain condition and congestion levels that exist today through 2023. The 

Commission recommends the following increased investments on an annual basis: 

 

 State highway rehabilitation, maintenance and modernization $387.1   million 

 Local highways and bridges      $  40.0   million 

 Public transit        $  36.3   million 

 Airports, rails, harbors, bicycle and pedestrian facilities  $  16.1   million 
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To pay for these new investments without excessive borrowing, the Commission recommends: 

 Increasing the state motor fuel tax by 5 cents per gallon; 

 Adopting a new mileage-based registration fee of 1.02 cents per mile for passenger cars 

and light trucks.  Under this system, the first 3,000 miles would be free, and the 

maximum number of miles charged for would be 20,000.  This fee would be computed 

based on odometer readings reported by the vehicle owner at the time of annual 

registration;  

 Increasing annual registration fees for commercial vehicles in proportion to the 

increases for the average passenger vehicle; 

 Increasing the fee for an eight-year driver license by $20; and 

 Eliminating the sales tax exemption on the trade-in value of vehicles. 

 

If the Commission’s recommendations are adopted, the fuel taxes and registration fees on a 

typical Wisconsin passenger vehicle will increase by $120 per year, or about 33 cents per day. 

 

In addition, the Commission found that local governments should have additional revenue 

options, beyond the property tax levy, to support transit services. The Commission 

recommends that the Legislature enact legislation to allow for the creation of regional 

transportation authorities with the power to levy a 0.5 percent transportation sales tax, subject 

to voter approval.  At least 75 percent of this tax must be used to support transit, while the 

remainder could be used for any transportation purpose.   

 

Finally, while the Commission reviewed tolling, they found that current federal regulations on 

tolling create an obstacle to its implementation in Wisconsin. The Commission encourages the 

Wisconsin Congressional Delegation to support federal legislation that allows states more 

flexibility to toll on the National Highway System. 

 

The Commission expects to release its complete report on January 23, 2013.  A summary 

brochure is available at http://www.dot.wisconsin.gov/about/tfp/index.htm  
 

http://www.dot.wisconsin.gov/about/tfp/index.htm

