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An idea for “Acting as One”

Challenging Trends

• As we saw in the Challenging Trends 
Report, our development pattern is making 
local government less efficient

• One reason for these trends is that our many 

local municipalities are forced to compete with 

one another for economic resources (i.e. tax 

base), including higher income residents and 

businesses

• The City of La Crosse is left behind in this 

competition, because it must deal with older 

housing stock, aging infrastructure and 

populations that need more services



Regional Thinking

• Economies of communities within the region are 

increasingly interconnected as more people live 

in one community and work in another

• The economies of all the surrounding 

municipalities are tied to that of the City of         

La Crosse

– Employment center – 70% of County’s jobs

– Cultural center – Universities, La Crosse Center, 

Pump House, Children’s Museum, EcoPark, etc.

– Region’s identity

Suggestions from David Rusk

• At the 2006 County Collaboration Conference, 
David Rusk presented four “ideas for acting as 
one”

1. Employer-centered regional schools and employer-
assisted housing programs

2. Inclusionary zoning for major land use conversions

3. Farmland purchase of development rights program

4. Multi-jurisdictional “Compact” combining anti-sprawl 
land-use planning, unified economic development, & 
tax base sharing



Suggestions from David Rusk

• In his book “Cities Without Suburbs” Mr. Rusk 
discusses problems that many urban areas face 

as a result of economic segregation and 

sprawling development patterns

• He believes that the only way to attack these 

problems is for the region to cooperate –

because these issues affect us all

La Crosse County “Compact”

• Combines:

– Anti-sprawl land use planning

– Unified economic development

– Tax base sharing

• A “Compact” would address many of the issues 

that surfaced in the Challenging Trends 
Report



Anti-Sprawl Land Use 
Planning

• The Challenging Trends Report illustrated 
many issues that sprawling development 

patterns create

• Local government needs to use land use 

planning to direct development to areas where it 

is more efficient to deliver public services

• Planning must have a regional vision for it to 

truly be effective 

Unified Economic 
Development

• Working as a region, we would be better able to 

compete for economic development projects –

in the national or international arena

• Regions across the state and the nation are 

seeing success through regional economic 

development initiatives

– Thrive (Madison Area)

– M7 (Milwaukee Area)

– New North (Green Bay Area)



Regional Tax Base 
Sharing

• Can remove the motivation to provide excessive 

incentives to economic development projects

• “The fiscal glue that holds the other two pieces 

of the compact together”

– While development would be directed toward the 

areas that are most efficient to serve, all municipalities 

would share in the revenue benefits of that 

development

La Crosse Metropattern

• The purpose of this study, which was completed 

in 2005, was to stimulate a meaningful dialog 

among those who have called for regional 

cooperation in the La Crosse area

– Document the social and economic separation that exists 

in the area

– Look at the effects of this separation on individual 

municipalities and the region as a whole

– Establish a basis for discussion on strategies to    

address these challenges



La Crosse Metropatterns

• This report studied  the tax capacity of each 
municipality in La Crosse County as a measure 
of wealth

– Tax capacity – the tax revenue that a municipality 
would generate if we applied a metropolitan-wide 
average tax rate

• This measure of wealth was then used to 
identify fiscal inequalities in the metropolitan 
area

• The report suggests, similar to David Rusk’s 
recommendations, that regional tax base 
sharing would be one way to address 
inequalities and get us working together as one 
strong region

“Compacts” Case Studies

• Twin Cities

• Racine County, WI

• Dayton, OH

• Denver, CO



Case Study: Twin Cities

• Tax base sharing in the Twin Cities came about 

in response to socio-economic indicators in the 

metropolitan area.

• Economic decline started to creep into the inner-

ring suburbs

• “When poverty is seen as ‘just an inner-city 

problem,’ it has no political legs.  It’s when 

poverty becomes a suburban problem that you 

can do something politically” – Myron Orfield 

(former Minnesota State Legislator )

Case Study: Twin Cities

• The Minnesota Fiscal Disparities Act of 1971

– 7 county region with 186 cities, villages and towns

– Each municipality is required to contribute 40% of the 

increase in value from its commercial-industrial 

property to a regional pool

– Tax revenues are then redistributed via a need-based 

formula that considers population and tax capacity

• This program has proven to significantly reduce 

tax base disparity in the Twin Cities region

• Although their model isn’t perfect, it has led to 

more equitable taxation in the region



Case Study: Racine County

• The City of Racine was providing water and 

sewer infrastructure and quality of life amenities 

to surrounding communities

• Its tax base was declining, and its tax rate was 

two to six times that of surrounding communities

• The City and its suburbs entered into a tax-base 

sharing agreement in 1999

– Communities contribute a portion of their 1999 tax 

base and a portion of their annual growth in industrial 

and commercial tax base

– The pool is then redistributed based upon tax-capacity

Case Study: Racine County

• The City of Racine receives most of the 

payment out of the pool, and spends the 

revenues on:

– Redeveloping its aging infrastructure

– Reclaiming brownfield sites

– Upkeep and expansion of regional amenities such as 

the library, zoo, and art museum

• The goal is that eventually the city will be able to 

lower its tax rate, which will reduce the tax-base 

sharing payments from the surrounding 

communities and invests in Racine the region’s 

identity



Case Study: Dayton, OH

• Faced with significant population and economic 

decline, which lead to fierce competition over 

tax base, Montgomery County created the 

Community Cooperation Task Force

• They created a joint economic development and 

tax sharing program – Economic Development 

/ Government Equity Plan – in 1992

• Municipalities voluntarily signed on to this 

program for an initial period of nine years

– 29 of the 30 cities, villages, and towns signed on

Case Study: Dayton, OH

• Two separate, but interrelated, funds:

– Government Equity Fund – a portion of increased 

property and income tax revenues from economic 

growth in participating municipalities are shared with 

fellow program participants

– Economic Development Fund – funded using 

county-wide sales tax, this fund provides competitive 

grants to participating municipalities for economic 

development projects with area-wide impacts

• Dayton Dragons Baseball Team, Center Point 70 

Commerce Park, DMAX Inc Diesel Engine Plant

• The program has been very successful and has 

been continued beyond the original nine years



Case Study: Denver, CO

• Denver is often considered the poster child of 

regional cooperation
– Tax-revenue sharing through the Scientific and 

Cultural Facilities District

– No-compete agreement for recruiting business

– Regional transit system (RTA) – sound familiar?

• Metro Denver Economic Development Corp.
– Nation’s 1st truly regional economic development entity

– Over 70 cities, counties, and economic development 

agencies

– Each partner is committed to the economic vitality of 

the entire region

– All communicate the benefits of Metro Denver first and 

individual communities second

Case Study: Denver, CO



Case Study: Denver, CO

• Denver Regional Council of Governments – non-profit 

association of local governments dedicated to protecting 

and enhancing the quality of life in the region

• Metro Mayor’s Caucus – neutral arena for the exchange 

of ideas on issues that affect the entire region – air quality, 

water use, growth, transportation

• Scientific & Cultural Facilities District – seven county 

revenue sharing agreement to support cultural amenities 

that benefit the entire region

• Metro Denver Sports Commission – regional 

commission dedicated to creating a legacy of economic 

and social vitality through sports

Case Study: Denver, CO

• Mile High Compact – agreement signed by 

cities, villages, and towns in Metro Denver

– Recognize that growth and development decisions can 

impact neighboring jurisdictions and the region

– Regional framework for local decisions on growth and 

development – Metro Vision 2020

– Regional commitment to: 

• planned growth and development 

• orderly extension of public services 

• protection of the environment 

• promotion of economic viability 

• enhancement of the overall quality of life 



Final Thoughts

• National research has shown that overall 

regional growth rates tended to be greater in the 

metropolitan areas where the central city 

economy was strongest – can we “grow the 

pie?”

• Someone or some group needs to take the lead 

on moving the community forward with a 

regional perspective – Who?

• There are many successful models across the 

Country of regions working together for the 

benefit of all - we should learn from their 

success – but where do we start?


