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Does it matter whether we use the local sales tax or local property taxes to fund the bus system?  

A tax is a tax, each with its own set of pros and cons.  If you are using one and not the other, then 

the case for re-working the tax collection system and swapping one for the other needs to be 

fairly compelling to warrant the switch. 

 

I think there is a case to be made that the sales tax should replace the property tax as the local 

source of funding for buses.   

 

To start, we need to talk about what makes an effective and efficient bus system.  To do this, a 

person might think of the bus system as a “metro-area-wide shopping mall.”  Like a conventional 

shopping mall, the anchor tenants are critical to generating the foot-traffic that makes the 

enterprise a success.  Similarly a bus system’s success is dependent on its “anchor destinations,” 

which are usually clusters of commercial or retail establishments.  

 

A bus system is effective when it can pick you up and deliver you to those anchor destinations 

with predictable regularity.   

 

A bus system becomes more efficient when it is effective.  If a person can get where he or she 

wants to go with relative ease, then the number of people who ride by choice increases.  Fuller 

buses mean a lower cost per rider. 

 

So, assembling the anchor destinations lays the foundation for success or failure of the bus 

system.  As a community grows more and more of those anchor destinations will be outside the 

traditional metro core and in the surrounding suburbs.  To the extent that the bus system just 

serves the core community, it will become progressively less effective as the metro area spreads.  

Riders will abandon the system because it does not go to the places they want to go. 

 

Now, the question is how do we make it palatable for suburban communities to place their anchor 

destinations within the bus system?  The answer may well be to switch the local funding source 

from a property tax to a sales tax. 

 



Consider the make-up of a typical suburb.  It may have some commercial centers—often located 

near the metro core—and some newly settled subdivision on its outer edge.  The people in those 

subdivisions have made a choice it avoid the trappings of inner city life and moved into new 

neighborhoods with no expectation of bus service.  Asking those neighborhoods to raise their 

property taxes for a service they do not want or need will always be tough.   

 

The current dynamic gives us a collection of metro-core-based bus systems that are doomed to 

become less effective and efficient as the metro area grows. 

 

Swapping a locally-levied and locally-collected sales tax for property tax dollars to fund the bus 

system could change that dynamic.  It allows commercial interest that may want to be on the bus 

route to approach their home communities with both a request and a mechanism to fund it. 

 

In time, a destination-focused bus system might also adapt and have “shuttle buses” like a hotel 

or an airport.  The smaller shuttles might pick people up at home as needed and bring them to the 

key destinations instead of cruising regular routes. 

 

Making government more effective and efficient often involves harnessing natural market forces 

in directing behavior toward the desired outcome.  We struggle when those forces are aligned 

against us.  The best way to ensure that transit systems evolve with the commercial districts of a 

metro area is to tie them to a destination-oriented, local sales tax rather than the neighborhood-

oriented property tax. 
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Editor’s Note:  Keene Winters is an alderman in Wausau and a member of the Metro-Ride 

Transit Commission.  The Wausau City Council has unanimously approved a resolution asking 

state policymakers to give municipalities up to 1/10
th
 cent in sales tax authority to replace 

property taxes as the local source of funding for bus service.   

 

 


