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October and November are budget season for the City of South Milwaukee,
and recently we as the city council passed the next year’s budget, which is
now available for your review online.

There is a rather extensive process that goes into making the city budget,
and frankly, as a council we probably have the smallest role in it. A ton of
work goes in by the city staff to creating the annual operating budget. With
money always getting tighter, levy increases low and little in the way of
assistance coming from the state, cities like ours have to get increasingly
creative with how they put their budgets together. It is a building crisis that
is going to reach a head sooner than later.

I thought it would be a good idea in this update to briefly touch on some of
the higher points of the budget. As a reminder, this information is always
available on the city’s website.

(I should also give the disclaimer that I am not, by any means, an expert in
these matters, though I have learned a lot in my first couple years on the
council.)

I’ll start by giving you a series of images you may well be familiar with.
When I was elected and had my first meeting with city administrator Tami
Mayzik and assistant city administrator Patrick Brever, this was the first
stuff they showed me with regard to city finance.

https://www.southmilwaukee.gov/DocumentCenter/View/1852/2023-Annual-Operating-Budget-PDF


So to start with, here’s a quick look at where your taxes go. There’s a fairly
even split between the city and the school district. More of your property
taxes go to the school district than the city. A smaller chunk goes to the
county, and a little slice goes to MATC.

For our purposes, we’re interested in the city’s portion.



Under the 2023 Annual Budget, this is the allocation for city spending. The
largest category is public safety (police and fire, inspections, etc.) at 35
percent, followed by debt service and tax levy at 22.7 percent, public works
(think street department and public projects) at 17.5 percent, general
government (mostly salaries but also elections, administration,
assessment, common council, mayor, etc.) at 14 percent,
culture/rec/education at 3.8 percent (remember, “education” here doesn’t
mean the school district), paramedics at 3.3 percent, health and human
services at 2.7 percent, and “other” for the final percent.

Now, I’m not going to take you through all 42 pages of the budget; if you’re
interested in a more detailed, line-by-line look at everything going on there,
I’d encourage you to click through at the link above.

This is one of the other more high-level components of the budget
document that will be of interest to people. Here you see a comparison
over a couple years of these major categories of spending within the city.
Essentially you’re seeing a general breakdown of how the money gets
allocated year over year, and where there have been cuts or additions.

For example, you can see that there has been a very small cut in the
budget for 2023 in the category of Culture, Recreation & Education, and an



even larger cut for paramedics, while there was an increase for debt
service fund/tax levy and other notable increases for public works, health
and human services, and public safety.

If you want to see where and why these costs rise or fall, you would go
later into the document. Let’s take a look at public works as an example,
where you can see there was a 6.81 percent increase in the budget.

These costs are broken down in even greater detail later in the document,
but this gives you a quick look at general categories in which costs rose for
the street department in next year’s budget. The city is spending more in
just about every area, in large part due to rising costs of materials and
labor. This is essentially what has led to the 6.81 percent budgeted
increase in this area.

Having been sitting in on public works meetings all year, I can tell you how
difficult of a time it is for local public works departments like ours. South
Milwaukee specifically is quite understaffed at the moment in the public
works department. Our city is tasked with the difficult prospect of attempting
to maintain the same level of service and repair or enhance infrastructure
while facing inflation and staffing difficulties. It’s a problem plaguing many
small towns at the moment and it’s not going away any time soon.

I would encourage you to go through the budget yourself for more
information. The very broad images I showed at the top only tell you so



much. You can get very specific breakdowns, including individual items the
city spends money on in these departments, if you go through the full
report. Want to know how much the city spent on electricity for street
lighting, for example? You can find it there!

If you’d like to meet with me to discuss the budget in greater depth, I’d be
happy to get together over a cup of coffee (well, not coffee for me, I find it
disgusting, but I do love tea!) sometime. I’d also encourage you to reach
out to city staff.

Speaking of staff, they did a tremendous job in putting all of this together.
It’s getting harder and harder every year to have a functioning city
government in an area where costs are rising significantly faster than
income and where higher levels of government seem to have no interest in
lending any aid. Our city staff always manages to do their best with what
they’re given. You can’t really understate how important (and challenging)
that is.

Next time: an update after our December 20th council meeting. Thanks for
reading!


