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AGENDA

● Recap of efforts since our last meeting - Elizabeth Hummitzsch, Mueller Communications

○ Options assessment completion and rollout

○ Community survey distribution and promotion

● Initial survey results - Bill Foster, Community Perceptions

● What’s next
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OUTREACH + RESOURCES

Website

Fact Sheet

Options Assessment

Social Media

News
Release



MEDIA COVERAGE

● “‘One of the top things to know is that doing nothing 
is an option, but doing nothing doesn't mean keeping 
the status quo,’ Bowen told the Journal Sentinel. ‘It 
means continued reduction in services and response 
times.’“

● “The need for the report stemmed from a local, 
statewide and national issue surrounding volunteer 
fire departments. As call volumes increase and 
funding decreases, so do response times and the 
quality of departments.”
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

● “According to the report, released by Mueller 
Communications, the WLFD requires a total of 
$6,309,105 in additional funding. That money would 
cover expenses for 33 more full-time firefighters/ 
paramedics, 15 internship positions, three battalion 
chiefs, a fire inspector and a full-time administrative 
assistant.”

● “A growing number of fire departments across 
Wisconsin are experiencing similar staffing problems, 
according to a 2021 report from the Wisconsin Policy 
Forum.”
Oconomowoc Enterprise
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COMMUNICATIONS SUPPORT MATERIALS

● Key Messages, talking points, FAQs

● Website Language

○ WLFD Website and Municipal Websites

● Social Media Copy and Graphics

● Social Media Guidelines



OUTREACH

Website

Social 
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News 
Release



MEDIA COVERAGE

● “‘I have been having phone conversations, and 
for the most part everyone is supportive once 
you explain the current staffing issues right 
now,’“ said Dousman Village President Jack 
Nissen.”

● “That is the case in other municipalities, 
according to officials, but some say the real test 
of support will arrive in the coming weeks as a 
survey is sent out to residents to gauge the level 
of interest in potentially raising enough money 
to fund the WLFD’s requested budget increase.”

● “These preliminary results demonstrate the 
value Western Lakes residents place on 
high-quality fire and EMS services,” said WLFD 
Chief Brad Bowen in a news release. “This data 
will be incredibly useful as we determine how 
best to move forward as a District.”
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Which option(s) would you support to fund 
additional WLFD staff? 

Wheel Tax Referendum
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Community Perceptions Process

Residents within the Western Lakes Fire District were mailed 
a paper survey. Respondents could:

•Fill out the paper survey and mail directly to Community 
Perceptions
•Use the survey access code to take the survey online



Survey Information

•April 2022 survey window

•3,017 total respondents
• 1,143 paper

•Response rate: 17%

•Margin of error: +/- 1.8%



Respondent Age



Respondent Location



How long have you lived in the area?



Which best describes your housing status? 



WLFD History
Western Lakes Fire District History

The Western Lakes Fire District (WLFD) provides:

• Basic and advanced life support (CPR, first aid, paramedic services, and invasive life-saving 
procedures).

• Fire services (fire emergencies, motor vehicle accidents, fire inspections, and public education).

• Specialized response (water and dive rescue, as well as large-scale incident response).

• WLFD staffs and operates five fire stations and one EMS-focused station to serve more than 54,500 
residents in a 215 square mile area.



The Challenge 1/2

Declining Staffing Levels
In 2001, the agencies that now make up the Western Lakes Fire 
District had a total of 226 staff (full-time, paid-on-call, and interns). In 
2011, these communities had a total staff of 188. Ten years later, in 
2021, WLFD had a total staff of 181. In 2022, staffing was further 
reduced to 174, due in large part to WLFD’s inability to offer 
competitive wages to recruit and retain both part-time and 
paid-on-call staff.

Increasing Population
During the past decade, the resident population within WLFD 
increased by more than 3,600 residents. In addition, there are also 
more commercial corridors, recreational facilities, and specialty care 
facilities that require services.



The Challenge 2/2

Increasing Calls for Service
As population and commercial growth continue, the number of calls 
for fire and emergency medical services grows as well. In 2017, 
WLFD responded to just over 3,775 fire/EMS calls for service. In 
2021, WLFD responded to more than 6,500 total calls for service, an 
increase of more than 70% in just four years. Factors affecting the 
increased call volume include an aging population, mental health, 
drug/alcohol, and increased population.

Increasing Response Times
Over the past five years, fire response times have increased, 
challenging our ability to provide lifesaving care to residents. 
Currently, WLFD fire response times do not meet national standards. 
In the future, property owners will likely see more loss because of 
fires than comparable communities.



Funding Background
• WLFD is funded through a mix of revenue sources, including municipalities’ property tax levy, state and 

federal payments, and fees for services (such as ambulance services, hazard mitigation, fire inspections, 
etc.). WLFD’s 2022 operating budget is $6.8 million, of which 80% is personnel costs related to salaries 
and benefits. While costs for providing fire and EMS services, as well as the demand for these services, 
have increased in recent years, funding for these services has remained stagnant.

• Based on the most recent data, WLFD has the lowest per capita costs when compared to peer 
communities.



How important is it to you and your family to have 
high-quality emergency services?



What is needed?
Department leaders and municipal staff have assessed the needs across all WLFD communities that receive 
fire services. To bring fire and EMS capabilities up to appropriate levels, we will need:
• 33 additional firefighter/paramedics (11 per shift spread across our five fire stations)
• 3 battalion chiefs (one per shift) ? 12-15 paid interns (positions are not new, but the Department of Labor 

now requires intern positions to be paid positions)
• 1 full-time administrative assistant
• 1 fire inspector
• In addition, we need to increase staff wages to be competitive and avoid staff departures, as well as 

enhance staff recruitment and retention.

Increasing staffing levels would require an additional $6.3 million each year. This investment would be 
shared across WLFD communities that receive fire services, based on a funding formula that accounts for a 
community’s calls for service, population, the value of their facilities, and land value.



Funding Option 1: Collect a wheel tax

Wisconsin law allows municipalities to collect an annual municipal vehicle registration fee ("wheel 
tax"). The fee applies to vehicles with automobile registration. Considering the eligible vehicles 
(automobiles, trucks, and autocycles) registered in our municipalities, the table to the right displays 
the tax necessary to fully fund the proposed staffing levels.



Would you support implementing a wheel tax to pay 
for additional WLFD staff? (Option 1)



Support for Option 1 by Municipality



Funding Option 2: Seek support through a 
voter-approved referendum

The State of Wisconsin limits the amount of property taxes a municipality can collect each year. To 
exceed that levy limit, each municipality needs to secure voter approval through a referendum. The 
referendum could appear on the August 2022 ballot, which, if approved, would provide additional 
funding starting with the 2023 budget. The chart to the right displays the tax increase property 
owners would see if the referendum passes.



Would you support a referendum to pay for 
additional WLFD staff? (Option 2)



Support for Option 2 by Municipality



How likely are you to recommend living in 
the area to a friend of family member?

Average: 8.44



What did we learn?
✔ The vast majority of respondents would recommend living 

in the area to a friend of family member.
✔ 93% of respondents felt it is was either extremely important 

or somewhat important to have high-quality emergency 
services.

✔ A majority (62%) of respondents favored a referendum over  
a wheel tax (21%) to pay for additional WLFD staff.



Questions or Comments? 



WHAT’S NEXT

● Today full survey report; including summary of comments, available to joint owners 

meeting

● Municipal electeds to determine path forward for funding

○ If a municipality opts to move forward with a referendum, the deadline to pass 

language for the August election if May 31



THANK YOU


