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 Let's talk nuts and bolts—and buses.  One of the most complex programs in municipal 

government is the bus system, and that is not necessarily a bad thing. 

 Why is it so complicated?  The bus system is one of the few remaining city services that enjoys 

a significant level of federal and state financial support.  In addition, for a long time, bus systems have 

been at the forefront of local revenue enhancement.  They bring in both use fees and ad sponsorship 

revenue.  That makes for a lot of moving parts. 

 Here is a listing of the Metro-Ride Transit System's 2013 revenue by source: 

 

 Federal Revenue  $1,035,072.00    33.84% 

 State Revenue   $   877,679.88    28.70% 

 Local Revenue  $   636,462.13    20.81% 

 Bus Fares   $   455,277.37    14.89% 

 Sale of Ads on Buses  $     53,984.75      1.77% 

  Total   $3,058,476.13   100.00%  

 

In summary, one dollar in local spending brings in an immediate match of four other dollars.  And, if a 

person looked though the list of any community's economic development projects, he or she would be 

hard pressed to find another project with such a quick and high return on investment. 

 The economic impact is not limited to the dollars the service brings in.  Bus systems take people 

to and from work and to and from shopping.  It is not hard to imagine that stores like Goodwill, Dollar 

Tree and Target on the Weston Route K would have both employees and customers impacted by the 

loss of service.  In fact, our pitches for new economic development often list the existence of a public 

transit system as a community asset and a reason why businesses should locate here. 

 Speaking from a Wausau perspective, the bus system constitutes 2.5% of the annual operating 

budget.  If we ended bus service, the savings would be less than 2.5% because the school district would 

need to expand yellow bus service to compensate for the school children who ride city buses. 

 Again, cutting bus service would reduce property tax bills in the short-run.  However, over time, 

the economic consequences would mount.  More importantly, there would also be severe personal 

consequences for the estimated 3,500 people who depend on the bus system in Wausau, Weston, 

Schofield and Rothschild. 

 Yes, the bus system is a complex thread in the weave that makes up the metro area.  There will 

certainly be consequences for pulling that thread out.  Of all the place a local government could look 

for cost savings, this appears to be one that is penny-wise and pound-foolish.  A community that 

discontinues bus service is likely to lose more than it gains. 
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Editors Note:  Alderman Keene Winters is chairman of the Wausau City Finance Committee.  He is also 

a member of the Metro-Ride Commission. 

  

 


