
ENTERPRISE FUND FOR ANIMAL CONTROL 

 
Background:  Often, when an enterprise fund is established, we talk about “running a governmental program 

like a business.”  Some people have philosphical objections to using a business model to provide a community 
service.  Others may worry that the service is a “public good” whose costs and benefits cannot be equitably 

divided or attibuted to specific end-users.   

 
Unfortunately, abstract philosphical debates are often the source of gridlock; it is hard to change another person's 

core beliefs.  The best way to sidestept that kind of philosphical gridlock is for all parties to agree on outcomes 

and to agree on a process for making objective, data-driven decisions to secure those outcomes. 
 

A business-like model can be used to better align fiscal incentives with program goals.  In government, the fiscal 

incentives that help shape behavior are fees and fines.  Does the fee and fine structure do a good job of 

supporting program goals?  Should they be fine-tuned to do better? 
 

A summary of the desired outcomes for the animal control program could be as follows: 

 
1. We want 100% of cats and dogs in the city to be licensed and vaccinated to protect public health and 

safety. 

2. We want zero cats and dogs to be sent to the public shelter and be declared “unwanted.” 
 

Those are the program goals stated in lofty, visionary terms.  Perfection may be unattainable.  However,  they 

clearly give us a direction that will improve the quality of life for people and their pets. 

 
How are we doing at achieving our goals?  Are we moving in the right direction?  Answering those questions is 

where the enterprise fund comes in.  Increasing license revenue is a measue of our process towards Goal 1.  

Reducing sheltering costs is a measure of how we doing with respect to Goal 2. 
 

Goal 1 has been around since the state created mandatory dog licensing laws, and it probably needs to be 

updated.  A license tag hanging from a colar is not as good as a micro-chip under the skin.  Does encouraging 

micro-chipping help further our progress toward Goal 1 or Goal 2.  What can we do with our fee and fine 
structure to encourage micro-chipping? 

 

With regard to Goal 2, we all understand that having pets spayed and neutered reduces animal over-population.  
We explicitly recognize this fact by having a two-tiered license fee system that makes it move expensive to 

license unaltered pets.  What is open to debate is whether that fee differential is having the desired affect on 

promoting spaying and neutering?  Or, is the cost of the annual differentail insignificat compared one-time costs 
of the operation by a veterinarian?  We recognize that there should be a fee differential, the question is whether 

we have priced that differential at the optimal level for attaining our desired goals. 

 

The enterprise fund was part of a promise to the public.  Any time fees are raised, there are concerns that the 
move is just a back-door way to raise taxes and use the money for something else.  The self-standing fund was 

our way to show pet owners that every dollar of license fees and fines collected would be used for pet-related 

services and none of it would ever be available for other uses. 
 

Finally, the animal control program was designed from the outset to be a multi-community program.  Therefore 

some form of segregated accounting is warranted.   
 

The model for the program was Green Bay.  They have one humane officer and four police interns (the 

equivalent of what we call community service officers) to serve a polulation of 106,000.  Given the scale needed 

to operate a full-time humane officer program we had two choices.  Wausau and the Everest Metro communities 
could each train and hire part-time officers and deal with the fact that turn-over for a part-time positions would 

be constant.  Or, we would band together, share some of the fixed costs, and create a more attractive full-time 

position that could provide service 40 hours per week.  



 

The 57,000 people in Wausau, Weston, Schofield and the Town of Weston banding together helped us lower per 

capita fixed costs like training and certification.  The addition of the 25,000 people in the remaining four metro-
area communities would get us a lot closer to the economies of scale enjoyed by Green Bay.  Again, that multi-

community approach calls for segregated accounting. 

 
In summary, every time we ask the question how do we bring revenues in line with expenses, we are really 

searching for ways to make this a more efficient and effective program at achieving our public policy goals.  If 

animal control was just a small-dollar, general fund program buried deep in the police department budget, it is 

hard to imagine that we would spend much time at all on trying to make the program better. 
 

As with most new programs, we pulled a lot of numbers “out of the air” because we had no history to work with.  

Now that we have history, we should be asking whether the design needs to be fine-tuned or not.  In pursuing the 
measurable objective of bringing revenues in balance with costs, the following questions should be asked: 

 

1. Are our licensing fees reasonable?  We could have a philosphical discussion about whether to raise fees 

provide for expanded or better service or whether it is best to keep fees low and cut costs.  Or, we could 
take a more objective, data-driven approach:  contact PetData, find out what other communities feel they 

need to charge for the service and benchmark our fees on the mean or median fee. 

 
2. Does our license fee structure encourage spaying and neutering?  Do we know what it costs to get a 

pet spayed or neutered at a local vet?  How many years of the differential does it take to equal the cost of 

the operation?  If we altered the differentail to shorten the payback period, would more pets be spayed or 
neutered?   Again, do treat this last question as a philosphical question.  Rather, treat it like a science 

experiment; try it and measure the results. 

 

3. Can we use other fiscal incentives to encourage spaying and neutering?  For example, could we invest 
some money in partnership with our local veterinarians to have low-cost spaying and neutering clinic 

events for animals licensed in the City of Wausau?  Again, can we try it and measure the results.  Fine-

tune it, try it again, and meause the results again until we find the most cost-effective approach. 
 

4. How can we improve compliance?  Are the penalties we charge sufficient the improve behavior?  Is 

compliance increasing at a satisfactory rate or do we need more fiscal incentives to move it along?  What 
percentage of the unlicensed pet population are we catching and fining each year?  Does that trend-line 

need to be altered? 

 

5. Can we improve operating costs?  We might not be able to lower the nominal dollar costs, but we could 
lower the per capita costs by expanding the program to other communities. Remember, Green Bay has 

one full-time and four part-time people for a population of 106,000. Can we expand the number of part-

time or temporary workers supervised by our one trained and certified humane officer, serve a larger 
population and lower our operating costs per capita. 

 

6. Can we improve upon our contracting costs?  The one unanticipated fiscal surprise that has burdened 

this program from the outset is the high cost of the contract for cat sheltering services and held-for-cause 
animals.  Every organization needs to ask itself whether it is more cost-effective to perform a task in-

house or buy the services from an outside source.  Given the fact that this one item is more than 30% of 

total program costs, we should probably revisit that question regularly. 
 

Success is in the striving.  Every time we ask the question how do we bring revenues into balance with expenses, 

we are really asking how do we make the program better.  We will probably never have 100% licensing 
compliance and zero pets in the shelter.  However, if we keep striving, keep fine-tuning  and get to a place were 

revenues equal expenses, we will be say that we have a highly efficient and effective program for achieving our 

public policy goals.  Moreover, it would be hard to any of our neighboring communities to rationalize not joining 

us in the model. 



 

Possible Actions: 
 

1. Refer this information to the Public Health and Safety Committee to explore program, fee and fine 

changes that should be budgeted for in 2016. 

2. Recommend to the full council that the enterprise fund for animal control be disbanded effective 
December 31, 2015, that the program revenues and costs be transferred to the general fund, and that we 

stop investing time in trying to make this small-dollar program better. 
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