By Supervisor Bielinski						              File No. 26-533



[bookmark: _Hlk511811319]A RESOLUTION

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]providing for a contingent referendum on the November 3, 2026, election ballot to ratify or validate a resolution making construction-phase funding for Capital Improvement Project WC0276, known as the Investing in Justice: Courthouse Complex Project,  contingent upon voter approval, and authorizing an appropriation transfer of $18,000 from the Appropriation for Contingencies to the Election Commission to offset the cost of the referendum


WHEREAS, Milwaukee County owns and operates the downtown Courthouse Complex, which includes the historic Courthouse located at 901 North 9th Street in Milwaukee and the Safety Building located at 821 West State Street in Milwaukee; and

WHEREAS, the historic Courthouse was constructed in 1931 and the Safety Building was constructed in 1929, making both facilities nearly a century old; and

WHEREAS, the Safety Building faces more than $75 million in deferred maintenance and has significant code compliance, security, operational, and facility limitations; and

WHEREAS, the Safety Building does not meet current Wisconsin Supreme Court standards for court facilities, creating long-term concerns for the safe and effective operation of criminal court functions; and

WHEREAS, in 2017, the Milwaukee County Courthouse Advisory Group recommended replacing the Safety Building and consolidating criminal court operations to address the County’s long-term justice facility needs; and

WHEREAS, Milwaukee County created Capital Improvement project WC0276, known as the Investing in Justice: Courthouse Complex (IJCC) project, to plan for these improvements, including the proposed demolition and reconstruction of the Safety Building, construction of a modern justice facility, and improvements to the adjacent historic Courthouse; and

WHEREAS, the IJCC project is currently in Phase IV, which includes continued planning, programming, conceptual design, building layout development, and systems analysis; and

WHEREAS, Milwaukee County has allocated approximately $38.6 million from fiscal years 2024 through 2026 for preliminary planning, design, and consulting work related to the IJCC project; and
WHEREAS, the next major policy decision for the IJCC project is whether Milwaukee County should authorize construction-phase funding for the project; and

WHEREAS, Milwaukee County expects to use a Construction Manager at Risk (CMAR) delivery model for the construction phase of the IJCC project, under which a construction manager provides preconstruction services and later assumes responsibility for delivering the project within an approved guaranteed maximum price or other contract amount; and

WHEREAS, before Milwaukee County may enter into a construction contract for the IJCC project, the Milwaukee County Board of Supervisors must approve appropriations and financing sufficient to allow the Office of the Comptroller to certify that funds are available to pay the County’s obligations under the contract; and

WHEREAS, a comprehensive fiscal impact report addressing operating costs, debt capacity, the capital backlog, and countywide fiscal impacts is expected to be presented to the Milwaukee County Board of Supervisors in July 2026; and

WHEREAS, the total cost to complete the design and construction of the IJCC project is expected to make it one of the largest capital improvement projects in Milwaukee County history; and

WHEREAS, updated July 2026 project materials estimate the total cost of the IJCC project at approximately $896.6 million; and

WHEREAS, Milwaukee County has authorized approximately $38.6 million to date for planning, design, construction management, cost validation, and related technical consulting services for the IJCC project; and

WHEREAS, after accounting for previously authorized funding, the remaining construction-phase funding need is approximately $858 million; and

WHEREAS, a capital project of this size is likely to require substantial long-term borrowing, debt service, and future budget commitments by Milwaukee County, which may place upward pressure on the property tax levy to service the debt issued to finance the project; and

WHEREAS, the requested 2026 Capital Budget included $120.1 million in general obligation bonding requests, while the adopted 2026 Capital Budget was limited to the approved bonding cap of $56.8 million, leaving $63.3 million in requested bonding authority unfunded; and

WHEREAS, substantial County borrowing for the reconstruction of the Safety Building and improvements to the historic Courthouse could limit Milwaukee County’s ability to finance other major infrastructure needs, including parks, transit, bridges, roads, and other public facilities; and

WHEREAS, Milwaukee County residents rely on a broad range of County services and infrastructure, and decisions to commit substantial public resources to one major capital project may affect the timing, scope, or feasibility of other County priorities; and
WHEREAS, the reconstruction of the Safety Building and improvements to the historic Courthouse would have long-term financial, operational, and community impacts for Milwaukee County residents and taxpayers; and

WHEREAS, inscribed on the eastern façade of the Milwaukee County Courthouse are the words, “Vox populi vox Dei”, Latin for “The voice of the people is the voice of God”; and 

WHEREAS, Wis. Stat. § 59.52(25) authorizes a county board to conduct a countywide referendum for advisory purposes or for the purpose of ratifying or validating a resolution adopted or ordinance enacted by the board contingent upon approval in the referendum; and

WHEREAS, because of the magnitude and potential countywide fiscal impact of this project, Milwaukee County voters should have a voice through a contingent referendum before the County makes a final construction-phase funding commitment for the IJCC project; now, therefore,

BE IT RESOLVED, by the County Board of Supervisors of Milwaukee County, Wisconsin, as follows:

Section 1. Contingent Referendum Election. The County Clerk is hereby directed to call a contingent referendum election to be held in Milwaukee County at the regularly scheduled election on November 3, 2026, for the purpose of submitting to the qualified electors the question of whether Milwaukee County should authorize construction-phase funding for Capital Improvement Project WC0276, known as Investing in Justice: Courthouse Complex Project, including reconstruction of the Safety Building, located at 821 West State Street in Milwaukee, and improvements to the adjacent historic Courthouse, located at 901 North 9th Street in Milwaukee, at an additional amount not to exceed $858 million, subject to future approval by the Milwaukee County Board of Supervisors of required appropriations and financing. The referendum shall be held, noticed, and conducted pursuant to Wis. Stat. § 59.52(25) and other applicable election laws. 

Section 2. Official Referendum Ballot Form. The ballot to be used at the referendum election shall be prepared in accordance with the provisions of Wis. Stat. §§ 5.64(2) and 7.08(1)(a). The ballot shall be substantially in the form attached hereto as Exhibit A.

Section 3. Legal Effect of Referendum. Approval of the referendum by a majority of electors voting on the question shall ratify or validate the County Board’s conditional authorization to consider construction-phase funding for the IJCC project at a total cost not to exceed $858 million, subject to future County Board approval of required appropriations and financing.

Section 4. No Independent Appropriation, Contract Authorization, or Bond Authorization. Approval of the referendum shall not, by itself, appropriate funds, authorize execution of a construction contract, authorize the issuance of general obligation bonds under Wis. Stat. § 67.05, or replace any approval required under Wis. Stat. § 67.045. Any future project expenditures, contracts, or financing shall require approval by the Milwaukee County Board of Supervisors in accordance with applicable law.

; and

	BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, that the Milwaukee County Board of Supervisors hereby authorizes the Office of Strategy, Budget and Performance and the Office of the Comptroller to process an appropriation transfer of $18,000 from Agency 194-1945 – Appropriation for Contingencies to appropriate accounts in Agency 327 – Election Commission under the Office of the County Clerk to offset the cost of the referendum in 2026.

                               
                                                                EXHIBIT A
OFFICIAL REFERENDUM BALLOT
November 3, 2026

CONTINGENT REFERENDUM

	[bookmark: _Hlk511811622][bookmark: _Hlk106609534]Shall Milwaukee County authorize additional construction-phase funding in an amount not to exceed $858 million for Capital Improvement Project WC0276, known as the Investing in Justice: Courthouse Complex Project, including reconstruction of the Safety Building, located at 821 West State Street in Milwaukee, and improvements to the adjacent historic Courthouse, subject to future approval by the Milwaukee County Board of Supervisors of required appropriations and financing?
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