
MARATHON COUNTY ANIMAL CONTROL TASK FORCE 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
 
 

Why do we need this program? 

 

Approximately 2,000 pet-related calls are received by Marathon County Dispatch every year, and they are not 

going to stop.  Law enforcement resources are already stretched thin by other priorities.  Adding humane 

officers and animal control staff is a more cost-effective approach to addressing this call volume than hiring 

additional police officers and sheriff’s deputies. 

 

Unfortunately, in an environment where pet-related calls are a low priority, neighborhood complaints can 

escalate and animal abuse can flourish.  We do not know when the next barking dog call will lead us to 

another case of animal mistreatment.   

 

In the end, it must be remembered that the main public policy reasons for any community to have 

impoundment services, animal control staff and pet licensing programs is to protect people from animal bites 

and the transmission of rabies. 

 

Why do we need to raise license fees? 

 

The short answer is to pay for the program.  Many communities have been charging $5 per spayed or neutered 

dog and $10 for an unaltered dog since the 1970s.  Except for a small portion of that amount that is set aside 

for license tags, all of that money is transferred to Marathon County and paid to the Marathon County Human 

Society for impoundment and sheltering services.  So for a long time, we have not provided any money for 

capture and transport of strays or for enforcement of ordinances. 

 

The 134,000 people in Marathon County have an estimated 74,900 dogs and cats as pets.  When people have 

pets in a community, it creates a need for impoundment services, animal control services and a licensing 

program that verifies pets are vaccinated against rabies, ensuring public safety. 

 

Many people believe it makes more sense to use pet license fees pay for animal control services and 

impoundment services than to use general fund levies and use sworn law enforcement officers to deal with 

this problem.  That is why the Wausau’s subcommittee and Marathon County’s task force actively sought 

solutions paid for by license fees and not by tax levy dollars. 

 

Fees could be lower if everyone was honest.  At present, only 1-in-4 dog owners in Marathon County (26%) 

pay their license fees.  Encouraging greater compliance with the law would make this program easier to fund. 

 

How do we collect the fees? 

 

First of all, better communication with the public is needed.  Let people know that all the money collected for 

license fees is used for pet-related programming.  This is not just a “user fee” that supplements the general 

fund.  We think most pet owners will not mind paying a $10 fee for spayed or neutered dogs and a $20 fee for 

unaltered animals if they knew that the money was going to the animal shelter and to animal control staff. 

 

In addition to the “carrot method,” communities can use a stick too.  Increase fines for late payment and 

failure to license.  Also, have an ordinance that allows your community to recover the legal costs of pursuing 

the debt in case you have to go to court.  For example, until this past summer, Wausau had a $5 late fee.  

After review, Wausau adopted Weston’s approach and changed its late fees to double the amount of the 

original fee. 

 



Some people have expressed a concern that the license fees are uncollectible and not cost-effective to pursue 

legally.  That might turn out to be true.  But, for now, no community has large amounts of outstanding pet 

fees and fines.  

 

If non-payment of billed license fees were to become a chronic problem, then we should consider a system 

where those collectibles are pooled centrally as with unpaid property taxes and pursued systematically.  For 

example, we could contract together with a collection agency that would do work for all Marathon County 

communities.  But, for now, we do not have a bad debt problem, and it is hard to craft a solution for a 

problem that does not yet exist. 

 

Why shouldn’t we just come up with a program on our own? 

 

We have examined the county dispatch data, and there are pet complaint calls at every hour of the day.  The 

majority are between 9:00 a.m. and 10:00 p.m.  And, naturally, there are many calls on weekends.  To provide 

adequate coverage of these times, we need a team of people, and none of us can afford to hire a team on our 

own.  

 

It is possible that you might be able to find someone to pick up strays on a “per call basis.”  The open 

question is are they going to be there to respond immediately when the call comes in?  This three-person team 

gives us reliable, trained staff to answer those calls as their primary job. 

 

Can’t we just call the Sheriff’s Department? 

 

No, law enforcement resources are valuable.  They are needed to keep our communities and our roadways 

safe.  As a matter of policy, Marathon County is only going to respond to pet-related calls if there is a serious 

threat to humane life.  Pet nuisance calls take a patrol car out of action for too long, and there are too many 

other tasks that need to be done. 

 

Who will be the employer for this staff? 

 

The Wausau Police Department will employ and supervise the three animal control positions.  In general, it 

made sense to locate the staff in one of the county’s three largest law enforcement agencies, and the Wausau 

Police Department volunteered to work toward solving this issue for the whole region.  Local law 

enforcement agencies have dispatch and call database systems already.  In addition, agencies like the Sheriff’s 

Department, Everest Metro Police Department and the Wausau Police Department have established vehicle 

fleets and motor pools; adding a couple more vehicles to their fleet is not hard for them to do.  Locating these 

positions within a law enforcement agency was a natural fit. 

 

The City of Wausau is setting up a special segregated fund for the animal control costs.  Money from the 

participating municipalities will be pooled in this fund to pay direct program costs.  The money will not be 

co-mingled with other funds or re-directed to any other purpose. 

 

Why is the City of Wausau doing this? 

 

Wausau, like the rest of the communities in Marathon County, has pet calls and has an interest in seeing the 

problems solved.  The county task force reviewed bids for a 3.00 FTE position program from the Marathon 

County Humane Society and the City of Wausau.  The city’s proposal was about $120,000 less per year than 

the contract price offered by the Marathon County Humane Society for a similar three-person staff.. 

 

That might be a surprising conclusion.  However, it should be remembered that the City of Wausau is a large 

organization with 300 employees.  It already has a payroll system, a recruitment system, a motor pool, 

supervisory staff, etc.  It has the ability to absorb three new employees without a material expansion of 

overhead costs.  By contrast, a small organization like the Humane Society would be doing things like starting 

a vehicle fleet from scratch.  The economies of scale proved to be more cost-effective. 


