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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS (FAQs) 
about the  

MARATHON COUNTY VEHICLE REGISTRATION FEE  
(WHEEL TAX) 

 
 

1. What Is the Current Status of the Wheel Tax? 
Ordinance #O-22-16, created Section 3.33 of the Marathon County General Code of Ordinances – 
Annual County Vehicle Registration Fee was passed by the Marathon County Board on August 23, 
2016. NOTE: Although a supermajority is not necessary to adopt the ordinance, it passed with 29 
aye votes, which represents more than a two-thirds majority of the entire membership. It requires 
only a majority of a quorum to be extended.   
 
Under the authority of Wisconsin Statutes §341.35, Marathon County created a $25 annual County 
vehicle registration fee from the users of highways, which is designated as a revenue source for 
highway maintenance in Marathon County. 
 
The Ordinance became effective on December 1, 2016, with the provision that it will expire after 12 
consecutive months unless extended by the Marathon County Board by specific action. 

 
2. How Much Is the Wheel Tax?   

$25.00 per vehicle 
 

3. What Types of Vehicles Are Subject to the Fee?   
An automobile or a truck registered under 8,000 lbs. gross weight and customarily kept in Marathon 
County. 
 

4. What Vehicles Are Exempt?   

• Buses, motorcycles, mopeds, motor homes, low-speed vehicles, and trailers 

• Trucks registered at more than 8,000 pounds or registered as Farm or Dual Purpose Farm 

• Vehicles registered as Antique, Collector, Driver Education, Historic Military Vehicle, Hobbyist, 
Human Service Vehicle, Low-Speed Vehicle, Medal Of Honor, Municipal, State-owned, Special X 
and one vehicle with Ex-prisoner of war registration issued to any qualified individual 

• Any vehicle with registration issued by a Wisconsin Indian tribe or band 

• Vehicles displaying Dealer, Distributor, Finance Company, or Manufacturer plates 
 

5. Why Are Some Vehicles Exempt?   
State statutes limit which vehicles Marathon County can charge the fee on. Large trucks pay higher 
registration fees already. For example, the average dump truck pays $1,700 – $2,000 in registration 
fees, plus the cost of the fuel tax. The average logging truck pays about $2,400 – $2,500 in 
registration fees and fuel tax. 
 

6. How Much Money Does the County Vehicle Registration Fee Raise? 
It was anticipated in the 2017 budget that the vehicle registration fee would raise $2,898,902.  
Actual receipts indicate that we have collected $1,727,256.62 (for 7 months) from annual vehicle 
registrations, which is on target with our initial projections. 
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7. What Is the Money Going to be Used For?   

In 2017, all of the vehicle registration fees collected were allocated to bituminous resurfacing and 
bridge reconstruction. Registration fees accounted for 46% of the funding requested for these 
purposes ($6,355,404). 

2,898,902 / 6,355,404 = .4561 
 
Wis. Stats. §341.35 (6r) mandates that the money must be used for “transportation related 
purposes”; it cannot and will not be used to pay other types of bills.     
 

8. Why Not Increase the Gas Tax? 
Counties cannot establish a gas tax. When State Government established the gas tax a portion of the 
revenues collected were to be shared with counties.  That revenue has not kept pace with costs and 
peaked in 2010 and has gone down every year since: 
 

 
Year 

Transportation 
Aids 

2007 2,913,492 

2008 3,132,814 

2009 3,189,059 

2010 3,384,634 

2011 3,366,220 

2012 2,985,247 

2013 2,914,009 

2014 2,750,997 

2015 2,820,570 

2016 2,745,951 

 
Similarly, contributions from the federal government toward local road and bridge construction and 
maintenance have not and will not in the future keep pace with costs.   
 
The Fixing America’s Surface Transportation (FAST) Act, signed into law on December 2015, makes 
clear there is not going to be any large influx of federal funds for at least the next six years.  
Additionally, highways compete with aviation, Amtrak, ports, harbors, waterways, etc., for federal 
transportation funding. 
 

9. What Happens If the Vehicle Registration Tax Expires?   
The 2018 budget will start with a 4.5-million-dollar structural deficit: 

 We have a 2-million-dollar “cost to continue,” maintaining just the status quo in 2018, 
increase anticipated (employee compensation and benefits, utilities, commodity prices, out-
of-home placements for children in need of protection, contracted services, out of county 
jail inmates, etc.) and the State property tax levy cap on operations will likely drive down 
our property tax rate again, leaving us with ½ million dollars in new property tax revenues.  
($2,000,000 - $500,000 = $1,500,000 deficit) 

 The elimination of the vehicle registration fees will add approximately 3 million dollars more 
to the structural deficit going into the 2018 budget.  ($1,500,000 + $3,000,000 = $4,500,000) 
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10. Why Do We Need the County Vehicle Registration Fee?   
A. The building and maintenance of highway and bridge infrastructure are essential to support 

commerce, public safety, tourism, and safe transportation of people and goods. 
 

B. Needs in Marathon County: 
▪ ROADS - Currently 277 miles of our 611 county miles fall below our standard of a 7 out of 

10 rating 
▪ BRIDGES - Currently 14 of our 110 bridges have a sufficiently rating below our goal of 50 

out of a 100 rating 

• 2 of those bridges rate Functionally Obsolete according to federal standards 
 

C. Overall Cost to Pave a Road: 
• 1993 (last time federal gas tax was raised) was approximately $75,000 per mile 
• 2006 (last time Wisconsin gas tax was raised) was approximately $85,000 per mile 
• 2015 approximately $208,000 per mile 
 

D. Property tax appropriations and State transportation aids have not kept pace with the cost 
of labor and materials to support the County highway maintenance program. 

 
E. Wis. Stats. §341.35, gives Counties the authority to enact a flat registration fee. There are no 

other opportunities for the County to gain additional tax revenue as the State Government 
has capped property tax increases for operations at a level below our cost to continue and 
the County sales tax cannot exceed the 1/2 percent level that was enacted in Marathon 
County in 1988. 

 
11. What Policies Can Address the Structural Deficit? 

There only are a few options as we can’t increase the property tax rate for operations and we can’t 
increase the County sales tax: 

A. Borrow:  We can borrow all or a portion of the 6.3 million dollars needed to fund our 
bituminous resurfacing and bridge repair program. The payments for that debt will be paid 
with property tax revenue; debt repayments are not included in the State imposed property 
tax levy constraints. Thus, if enacted, the net results to taxpayers will be a property tax 
increase. 
 
Borrowed funds must be repaid over time with interest, and this increases the project cost.   
 
Other counties currently borrow for construction and maintenance of county highways. In 
fact, this practice is more common than Marathon County’s current practice of funding 
these costs with operational dollars from property taxes. The State of Wisconsin has been 
borrowing to repair and rebuild aging roads with stagnant gas tax revenues for over a 
decade and now the resulting debt costs consumer 20 cents on every gas tax dollar.   
 
We have the borrowing authority and such a practice will not damage Marathon County’s 
excellent credit rating in the short term. 
 
We can borrow to fund construction and maintenance of the County’s 120-million-dollar 
asset, the County highways, and bridges, but eventually the repayments and the interest 
charges will catch up with us, making the current problem even worse. The discussion we 
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are currently having mirrors the current deadlock over the State budget. The Governor and 
Senate oppose raising highway user fees, choosing instead to increase borrowing or delay 
road projects; while Assembly leaders prefer some form of added revenue. 
 

B. Cut Programs and Services: Cutting programs and services will be painful and if not done 
carefully can make the County’s fiscal health and wellness worse. Through the Priority Based 
Budgeting (PBB) process, we now have all of Marathon County’s programs assigned to 
priority quadrants: 

 Quadrants 1 and 2 (Q1, Q2) representing our highest priority programs. 

 Quadrant 4 (Q4) representing our lowest priority programs. 
Department heads have been directed to analyze their Q4 programs and look for funds that 
can be transferred to higher priority programs (Q1, Q2) in need of additional resources.   
Our standing committees have been similarly tasked to look for opportunities to migrate 
funds toward our priorities and emerging needs. Washington County did this and they were 
able to migrate 1 million dollars out of Q4 over a period of two years. While this process is 
already underway, the Washington County example suggests that this process can help us 
cope with a portion of the structural deficit, but not the whole 4.5 million dollars. PBB is a 
proven tool that will benefit us more in the long-term (2–5 years) than in the short-term 
(2018). 
 
There are non-mandated programs administered by non-profit agencies that enhance 
quality of life in Marathon County, protect vulnerable people, and boost the local economy 
that can be eliminated like: 

Historical Society $54,376 
The Women’s Community $75,000 
Partners for Progressive Agriculture  $35,000 
Community Action Program $33,757 
Regional Planning $49,300 
Healthy Teens Initiative $25,000 
MCDEVCO  $180,000 
Wisconsin Valley Fair $20,000 
Entrepreneurial Bootcamp $40,000 

This option was talked about briefly during the 2017 budget presentation. The argument for 
cutting these funds was to let the non-profit agencies raise money in the community. 
 
We also fund programs that augment or enhance state responsibilities: 

 Restaurant Inspections 

 Assistant District Attorneys 

 Court Commissioner 
 
The argument can be made that we need to focus our resources on County responsibilities 
and not fund these programs that support a State responsibility or provide a service that the 
State will provide, if we choose to opt out. The counter-argument has been that not funding 
these programs and positions will be detrimental to public health and safety, as the State 
will not be quick to fill the gaps created.   
 
There have been proposals in the past to cut Start Right and Aquatic Therapy, and when the 
final budget was passed, there was a lot of upset, but no funding reductions. The argument 
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has been that these services are needed to prevent future social and physical health 
problems and the County Board has opted for the “pay me a little now” option over the 
“pay me a lot later” alternative.   
 
No one knows how a discussion of program cuts will end up. The paragraphs above are 
intended to illustrate the types of the discussions County Supervisors and staff have had in 
the past when program reductions were explored. Every program that has been proposed 
for reduction has a constituency group that supports it and a solid argument about how it 
contributes to health, safety, and/or economic prosperity of Marathon County. 
 

C. Extend the County Vehicle Registration Tax ($25) 
Continuing the County Vehicle Registration Fee is not a popular option, but neither are any 
of the other options. The benefits of extending the registration tax are: 
 

• The money must be used for transportation-related purposes. This is required by 
State Statute. 

 

• The administrative cost of collecting the fee is extremely low. Currently, Wisconsin 
Department of Transportation charges a per vehicle fee of 17 cents, which amounts 
to less than $20,000 in total administration costs across the county, far less than the 
costs that would be associated with borrowing for roadway maintenance. 

 

• It is the only option available to Marathon County to raise new revenues. 
 

D. Deferred Maintenance   
There is no requirement that roads and bridges be maintained consistent with County 
policies. Bridges represent more of a direct safety hazard so postponement of maintenance 
can only be minimal, but highway repair, rehabilitation and reconstruction can be 
postponed and early on the impact of such a policy will not be obvious. The problem with 
deferred maintenance is: 

• It will shorten the service life of our public infrastructure. 

• It can threaten traffic safety. 

• We will lose the savings associated with preventative maintenance. 
 
Deferring highway road maintenance is a lot like not having standard maintenance done on 
your car. Sure, you will save money by not changing your oil in your car during year one and 
maybe year two, but will you have really saved any money when you look back in year five 
or year ten? 
 

12. Can Marathon County Share This Revenue with Other Municipalities? 
The Wisconsin Constitution requires that taxation be uniform. One of the basic guarantees of 
uniformity is the principle that the unit of government that imposes a tax must also be the unit 
of government that spends the tax proceeds. See, Authority to Tax in Wisconsin, 44 Marq. L. 
Rev. 457, 1994. 

 
 It is also important to note that while the legislature has provided direct authority to enact a 

registration fee, it has provided absolutely no authority for the County to exempt vehicles from 
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particular municipalities and no authority to distribute proceeds from the taxes collected to 
other municipalities.   

 
Initial Draft Created 
By Brad Karger on July 26, 2017 
Edits and updates subsequently added by 
Jim Griesbach, Scott Corbett, Kristi Palmer, 
and Lance Leonhard 
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