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ABOUT THE WISCONSIN POLICY FORUM

The Wisconsin Policy Forum was created on January 1, 2018, by the merger of the Milwaukee-based
Public Policy Forum and the Madison-based Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance. Throughout their long
histories, both organizations engaged in nonpartisan, independent research and civic education on
fiscal and policy issues affecting state and local governments and school districts in Wisconsin. The
Wisconsin Policy Forum is committed to those same activities and to that spirit of nonpartisanship.
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INTRODUCTION

From the private beer gardens of the 19t century brewing barons to the modern waterfront views of
Lake Park, Milwaukee County residents have long treasured their open spaces and time spent
outdoors. The parks serving Wisconsin’s largest urban area are associated with some of the great
figures of American landscape design, such as Frederick Law Olmsted and Warren H. Manning. As
recently as 2009, the Milwaukee County Parks won a National Gold Medal for Excellence from the
National Recreation and Park Association. In a county where more than one in six residents live in
poverty, the parks serve as an abiding source of beauty and place of respite for citizens in need of it.

Yet, despite all of their strengths, challenges have been mounting for the county’s parks for some
time. For more than two decades, the Wisconsin Policy Forum has documented trends of declining
property tax support, a shrinking workforce, a growing reliance on earned revenue sources such as
admissions fees and concession sales, and a mounting list of pressing capital projects.

The Forum warned in 2008 of “an estimated $277 million backlog of infrastructure maintenance
and repairs, declining attendance at pools and golf courses, and dependence on a property tax levy
funding source that has diminished by two-thirds during the past 30 years.” As documented by
multiple Forum reports in the years since, the problem has only grown, with the parks department
estimating its capital needs at $417 million as of 2020 and even more after adjusting for inflation.

Milwaukee County’s more than 150 parks still offer a broad array of amenities, from scenic
overlooks and splash pads to tennis courts and paved trails. Yet these assets are now threatened by
the very characteristics that give them their greatest value in the eyes of the community: their age,
size, number, and wide distribution.

This study - like several other Forum reports over the past 15 years - seeks to help county officials
find a path forward. The study is a direct follow-up to our October 2021 report - Sinking Treasure -
that laid out a broad menu of options to improve the fiscal condition of the Milwaukee County Parks.
Here, we specifically hone in on two of those options by exploring whether partnerships with local
municipalities and the Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewerage District (MMSD) could help to address the
county parks’ many challenges, particularly in the area of capital projects.

Our research questions include:

e What kinds of enhanced partnerships with MMSD are possible given its charter and flood
control mission, the geography of county parks and waterways, and the range of park assets?

e What types of partnerships have MMSD and Milwaukee County Parks already established
and how might those efforts inform consideration of expanded approaches?

o What types of parks partnerships have municipal governments and the county already
established, how might local and county officials build on those approaches, and what are
the pros and cons associated with each option?

Finding cost-effective ways to repair and restore parks assets could be a key step toward achieving
better financial health for the county as well as improved health and recreation for its residents and
many visitors. It could also lead to a healthier environment with less flooding, better water quality,
and fewer invasive species. We hope policymakers can draw on this analysis to make accelerated
progress on these goals in the months and years ahead.
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https://archive.jsonline.com/news/milwaukee/64228862.html
https://county.milwaukee.gov/files/county/parks-department/Planning-Dept-Documents/Chapter6_complete_110420211.pdf
https://county.milwaukee.gov/files/county/parks-department/Planning-Dept-Documents/Chapter6_complete_110420211.pdf
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/sinking-treasure-a-look-at-the-milwaukee-county-parks-troubled-finances-and-potential-solutions/

PART ONE: THE CHALLENGE

The Milwaukee County Parks system is both impressive in its size and breadth and daunting when
one considers the challenges involved in operating and maintaining it. A February 2022
Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission (SEWRPC) report, prepared jointly with the
parks department, noted that the county owns 146 parks and open spaces, 12 parkways, and more
than 200 miles of trails for a total of 15,316 acres, or about 10% of the land in the county. The
county’s 2024 budget request estimates that 65% of these acres are managed as natural areas that
require only limited maintenance, but many other parks assets require considerably more attention.

The county system Figure 1: Milwaukee County Parks Found in All But One of 19 Municipalities
includes 18 regional Boundaries of Milwaukee County Parks (in green) and municipalities
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https://county.milwaukee.gov/EN/Parks/What-We-Do/Planning--Development
https://county.milwaukee.gov/files/county/administrative-services/PSB/BudgetsCopy-1/2024-Budget/2024-Requested-Budget/900-DepartmentofParksRecreationCulture.pdf
https://county.milwaukee.gov/files/county/parks-department/Planning-Dept-Documents/capr-132_2nd_ed_posp_mke_co_summary_report-3Ch3.pdf
https://doa.wi.gov/DIR/Final_Ests_Co_2023.pdf

by the state Department of Administration of 937,259 as well as countless visitors from outside the
area. As Figure 1 on page 4 shows, these parks are distributed around the county and include at
least some acreage in each of the county’s 10 cities and all but one of its nine villages, affording
ample recreation opportunities for residents throughout the county. Yet the parks’ large number and
wide distribution also add to the cost of ongoing operations such as building maintenance, lawn
mowing, and trail upkeep.

As noted in the Forum’s 2018 report, “Delay of Game,” the county owns 443 buildings within its
parks system - most are small but there were still nearly 100 that were larger than 1,000 square
feet. The parks system’s inventory also encompasses a daunting array of paved assets, including 63
miles of parkways that ring the county, 147 acres of parking lots, roughly 16 acres of service yards,
and 108 miles of park walkways. In addition, the parks system at that time included 95 tennis
courts, 82 basketball courts, and the Oak Leaf Trail system, which on its own stretches more than 60
miles. Other assets include historical sites and monuments, water parks, splash pads, pools,
playgrounds, bridges, unpaved trails, marina infrastructure, golf courses, ice rinks, and regional
attractions such as the Mitchell Park Domes.

The Parks’ Capital Backlog and Financial Challenges

Forum studies, including Delay of Game and our subsequent 2021 report on the parks’ financial
challenges, have detailed the urgent and overwhelming capital needs confronting the county parks
system. From deteriorating parking lots to aging structures within the parks, the open space plan
prepared by the county and SEWRPC estimated that deferred maintenance and capital improvement
projects over a 25-year period totaled $417 million in 2020 dollars. That works out to roughly $496
million at present, or an average investment of $19.8 million annually over the next quarter century.

This estimate reflects “the cost of improving existing park and outdoor recreation sites to a useable
condition” and would not include any new structures built over the coming years nor the potentially
massive cost of replacing or repairing the Mitchell Park Domes. Though the exact size of the backlog
is difficult to assess, there is no doubt that it is massive and that the county currently lacks the
wherewithal to fully address these challenges and the new capital needs that will also arise.

Like much of the nation’s infrastructure, the Milwaukee County Parks received significant capital
investments in the 1960s, averaging $34.8 million (in 2022 dollars) in annual capital investment in
that decade. Those investments were followed by a reduction during the 1970s ($11.0 million
annually) and 1980s ($13.6 million annually), as the parks assets were relatively new and not in
need of replacement. Beginning in the 1990s, the county again increased the capital budget for
parks to an average of $23.1 million annually as the assets built in the 1960s had aged and the
public demanded new amenities such as bike trails and pools.

However, as the county’s fiscal condition worsened, officials put limits on county borrowing to control
debt payments. Capital investments in the parks shrank in the 2000s ($16.8 million on average
annually) and again in the 2010s to an average of $10.1 million annually, as a backlog of capital
needs across all county functions emerged and the competition among those functions for scarce
borrowing proceeds intensified. In 2018, for example, the county capital budget only allocated $2.7
million to parks improvements. With county investments falling well behind what was needed to
maintain the system, the capital backlog in the parks grew ever larger.
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https://doa.wi.gov/DIR/Final_Ests_Co_2023.pdf
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/delay-of-game-an-analysis-of-repair-and-replacement-needs-for-milwaukee-countys-parks-recreational-facilities-and-cultural-institutions/
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/sinking-treasure-a-look-at-the-milwaukee-county-parks-troubled-finances-and-potential-solutions/
https://county.milwaukee.gov/files/county/parks-department/Planning-Dept-Documents/capr-132_2nd_ed_posp_mke_co_summary_report-6Ch6.pdf
https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/local/milwaukee/2023/09/12/the-future-of-the-domes-could-be-left-to-milwaukee-county-voters/70824350007/

Figure 2: Paved Assets Lead the Way for Parks Capital Needs
Capital needs identified in the parks and open space plan for Milwaukee County in 2020%

Parkway Roads and Internal Park Roads Park Walkways and
£85.6M Pedestrian Bridges
$38.3M

Multi-Use Trails
Parking Lots $27.5M
$54.8M )

Paved Assets M Park Amenities [ Buildings

Source: Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission and Milwaukee County Parks, " A Long-Range Park and Open Space Plan for Milwaukee County™

The county’s open space plan with SEWRPC estimated and categorized the growing capital needs
facing the county parks system. As Figure 2 shows, improving paved infrastructure such as park
roads, parking lots, and paths, is projected to cost $206.2 million in 2020 dollars ($245 million in
today’s dollars), or nearly half of the total deferred maintenance. Park amenities such as playing
fields, basketball and tennis courts, playgrounds, and pools require an estimated $146.1 million in
total investments. Meanwhile, the county would need nearly $65 million to address maintenance
needs in its parks buildings, which as previously noted does not include the up to $91.2 million
needed to repair or replace the Mitchell Park Domes under current county estimates.

The plan also suggests that the county protect 2,845 additional acres of open space by purchasing it
with an estimated acquisition cost of $37.5 million, and development costs of $4.6 million. Those
costs would be in addition to the $417 million discussed earlier and do not include any future capital
and maintenance costs on newly acquired land or assets.

The 2022 and 2023 capital budgets have returned closer to the average investment levels needed
to maintain the county parks system, with $31.7 million budgeted from local sources over the two-
year period. With an additional $17.4 million in investments made through pandemic relief dollars
allotted to the county under the American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) as outlined on page 10, these
recent levels of investment might arguably be sufficient to respond to both backlogged and emerging
needs if they could be sustained for many years to come. Doing so, however, would be difficult within
the county’s self-imposed limits on borrowing and would certainly not meet the desire of some
county leaders and parks advocates to address the deteriorating assets within the system more
quickly.

The Forum’s Sinking Treasure report also identified substantial challenges to the parks system'’s
operating budget. The report documented a decline of 51% in inflation-adjusted spending on
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https://www.mkecountyparks.org/park-open-space-plan
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/sinking-treasure-a-look-at-the-milwaukee-county-parks-troubled-finances-and-potential-solutions/

operations and a 56% drop in parks staff from 1989 to 2019. Similarly, the part of the parks budget
supported by property tax revenue dropped from 74.4% in 1989 to 43.3% by 2019, and over the
same period the parks’ share of the county’s total property tax levy fell from 23% to only 5%. Though
such comparisons are challenging to make over a 30-year period, the clear trend of reduced support
is evident.

As the county shifted property tax revenues away from park operations, the system has become
more reliant on generating its own revenue from admissions and concessions fees at facilities such
as golf courses, marinas, and water parks. While this trend has partially offset the funding decline, it
has also increased the pressure to keep these assets in good repair, resulting in limited funding to
cover the costs of maintaining the rest of the system. This means fewer dollars for general parks
upkeep such as mowing, building maintenance, and basic repair work, which leads to the
deterioration of parks assets that are free to the general public. While the 2024 budget would
provide a $3 million increase for park operations, far more would be needed to return to the levels of
the early 2000s and far more still to the levels of the early 1990s.

Over the course of this study, county parks leaders expressed a desire to see both the parks system
itself and the department’s role in administering it evolve to help respond to these challenges. For
example, they suggested that the department’s responsibility for maintaining some buildings and
other built assets could be reduced, in part, by turning over those responsibilities to municipalities in
cases where a strong municipal interest existed to do so. They also suggested the county could
convert more of its existing parkland to natural areas that could be managed less intensively and
expensively. This conversion would be accompanied by a shift in the county’s overall focus from
promoting active recreation to ensuring opportunities for passive recreation. Parks department staff
could continue to work with municipalities and school districts in the county to ensure that recreation
and programming continued within the county parks.

The shift in the county’s role toward advancing a more naturalized park system - which would be
closer to the role played by the Dane County Parks as we described in Sinking Treasure - could
involve both benefits and drawbacks. For example, in certain cases such a move might reduce the
active recreational amenities available to county residents, such as tennis courts and pools, if
municipal governments lack the interest or resources to step in to maintain those amenities. On the
other hand, there is little doubt that such an approach would be less costly and would allow the
county to realign available resources in a more strategic fashion, while also providing some benefits
such as promoting plant diversity and more interactions with the natural world.

County Estimates on Park Conditions and Priority

The county has two overriding concerns when considering which maintenance and capital projects to
prioritize within the parks. One is the physical condition of the assets within each park as well as the
park’s overall condition. For this part of our review, we will use the SEWRPC and county parks report,
which includes an overall condition assessment for 157 county parks and other sites.

The second is the matter of which parks serve county populations in greatest need. Milwaukee
County’s leaders have declared that their foremost priority is to make the county the healthiest in the
state through achieving racial equity, and the parks have a key role to play in meeting that goal. To
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help prioritize them, the
parks department has
created an equity index for
all of its parks that scores
them based on need.

The condition assessments
in the SEWRPC report were
conducted by county parks
staff in 2017 and are
imperfect since they may not
reflect improvements made
to parks or new challenges
arising since then. The
report lists five parks in
excellent condition overall
and seven in poor condition.
Ninety-six of them, or nearly
two-thirds, were rated to be
in good condition, and 48, or
just under one-third, were in
fair condition. Factors
contributing to fair or poor
assessments include the
need for repairs or
improvements to a variety of
assets, including basketball
courts and sports facilities of
all kinds, playgrounds, park
buildings, paths and parking
lots, drainage, and signage.

The equity scores were

Figure 3: Many High Need Parks on North Side, Some in Suburbs
County parks rated in fair or poor condition and above average importance for equity
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calculated by county staff for 2023 based on Centers for Disease Control and Prevention data from
the area served by each park that include income, demographics, the presence of elderly and
disabled residents and non-English speakers, access to health care, crime, and the share of tree
canopy coverage in the vicinity. The ratings run from one to 10, with one meaning the park is located
in an area with the least need for access to parks and recreational facilities and 10 for parks in
areas with the greatest need. Seventeen of the 153 parks, parkways, and other sites with scores are
rated between one and three, 68 are rated between four and six, and 68 are scored between seven
and 10, with all parks together averaging a rating of 6.1.

Given that a key objective of this report is to explore where greater collaboration between the parks
department and other local governments such as municipalities and MMSD may be most mutually
beneficial, we thought it would be helpful to consider both the condition assessments and equity
scores and to divide county parks into three groups. The highest-need parks are those with an equity
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index of seven or higher with a physical condition rating of fair or poor. There are 21 of these park
sites, or nearly one in seven, and they are mostly found on the North Side of Milwaukee (see Figure 3
on page 8).

We also identified 20 higher-need parks, a category that includes those with an equity score of five
or above (just below average or slightly above average) together with a fair or poor physical condition
rating. Under this approach, all the parks with a poor physical rating ended up being identified as
being of the highest or higher need.

In addition to Milwaukee, higher or highest-need parks are also found in the southern and western
parts of the county, including one park each in St. Francis, Greenfield, and West Allis, and two each
in Cudahy, South Milwaukee, and Oak Creek. Wauwatosa has two higher-need parks and one
parkway and one highest-need park. Brown Deer Park, another park serving a higher-need
population, is located in Milwaukee but borders Brown Deer, River Hills, and Glendale.

In sum, our approach identified 41 parks in eight municipalities that might be seen as being a higher
priority for upgrades, a number that suggests a daunting problem ahead for the county whatever
approach it chooses in prioritizing its capital investments. The remaining 112 park sites rated as
lower need are more common in suburban communities but are also found throughout Milwaukee.
Despite their designation, these sites still have significant needs of their own in many cases.

On the one hand, this basic geographic distribution suggests that policymakers would need to be
thoughtful about partnerships with suburban communities or other groups to improve county parks,
since it could have the effect of widening disparities between low-income and wealthier
neighborhoods. On the other hand, our basic rubric also suggests there are at least some sites
where the county could work with a number of other local governments while also furthering or at
least not undermining its equity goals.

The County’s Overall Financial Picture

The challenges discussed in this section also must be considered in the context of the county’s
larger financial picture. Dating back to 2008, the Forum has outlined the severe financial challenges
facing Milwaukee County in a series of reports and annual budget briefs. These reports include a
2020 report on the county’s pension challenges, a March 2023 report on the looming shortfall for
the Milwaukee County Transit System, and our October brief on the 2024 county budget. The
pension and transit challenges are more relevant to the parks outlook than they might seem,
because they will compete with the parks for any new county revenues in the coming years.

The county’s two main sources of discretionary revenue have faced tight constraints going back
many years: the growth on the portion of its local property tax levy used for operations is capped by
the state while its main form of general state aid, known as shared revenue, has been stagnant for
decades.t However, recently approved legislation known as 2023 Wisconsin Act 12 provided the

1 The county receives larger sums of state aid to support transit and health and human services but those
monies are restricted to use on specific services.
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https://wispolicyforum.org/research-tag/budget-brief/
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/bridging-the-pension-gap-strong-state-plan-may-show-milwaukee-the-way/
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/detour-ahead-the-milwaukee-county-transit-systems-fiscal-cliff-and-options-to-avert-it/
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/budget-brief-milwaukee-county-2024-executive-budget/
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2023/proposals/ab245

county with a significant source of new tax revenue and an increase in shared revenue in 2024 that
has the potential to grow in future years as well.

As we describe in greater detail in our recent state budget recap, Act 12 has granted the county for a
period of up to 30 years the authority to levy an additional 0.4% percent sales tax. When combined
with the county’s existing 0.5% sales tax, this addition - which was approved this past summer by
county officials - brought the total county sales tax rate to 0.9% on January 1. That will generate an
estimated $84 million in new tax collections this year, a 7% bump in revenue for the county’s
operating budget.

In addition, the county will receive in 2024 an increase of $7.6 million, or 16.2%, in the main form of
shared revenue known as county and municipal aid. Going forward, the new state law also calls for
this long stagnant source of state funding to increase at the same rate as state sales tax revenues,
which should provide additional funding to better track the effects of inflation.

This windfall comes with strings, however. The county must first use any of the new tax revenues to
pay for its existing unfunded pension liability and pension obligation bond debt, and it also must
lower the earnings assumption on its pension system, which increases the cost associated with the
unfunded liability. The potential good news is that while these obligations will compete with parks for
funding in the short term, in the long term they could lead to lower debt levels for the county and a
greater opportunity to finance parks projects through borrowing.

In addition, County Executive David Crowley recommended using about $16 million of the excess
revenue to help address the transit funding crisis starting in 2024. It’s possible that amount will grow
in the future and add to the competition with the parks.

There are too many unknown variables to allow us to reliably project how much new tax revenue the
county will be able to devote to parks in the future. Ultimately, the potential amount is subject to
many other decisions by county elected officials. For example, if the county were to make spending
cuts in other areas or increase its $30 vehicle registration fee to fund transit, then that would
increase the resources available for parks.

In the 2024 budget, the Act 12 revenues are helping the county to fund a $3 million increase in the
parks operating budget, with 18 additional full-time positions that in many instances would replace
seasonal employees. The capital budget also includes $23 million in funding for 13 park projects,
including a major investment in rehabilitating the South Shore Breakwater, and other improvements
to parks assets.

Despite this potential for progress, however, the county clearly cannot address all of the capital
projects needed for its parks system with its current suite of financing mechanisms. There are also
challenges to park operations - the projected return of structural deficits for the county as early as
2026 and continued competition with other county priorities will make it very difficult to restore the
parks staffing and tax levy levels of the 1980s and 1990s. That is why this report explores other
tools the county might employ to alleviate its capital and operating budget challenges in the parks.
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https://wispolicyforum.org/research/compromise-and-conflict-budget-settles-most-issues-leaves-room-for-bargaining-on-others/
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Where to Find Help?

As one considers where the county might turn for assistance in restoring its parks, two past and
potentially future partners are the state and federal government. There is clearly some benefit to
exploring both options. For example, the state’s Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Program has long

helped to finance local government parks and public lands projects in Milwaukee County and around
the state. Though it spends far less today than it did in the late 2000s, it has put more of its focus

into various infrastructure and facilities projects in recent years. It likely will continue to represent an
option for the county parks in at least some limited cases.

The federal government has already provided
substantial assistance to the Milwaukee County
parks in recent years through ARPA. As Table 1

Table 1: American Rescue Plan Act Upgrades
Milwaukee Co. Parks projects funded through ARPA

Project or Program

shows, the 2021 federal COVID relief legislation Golf course irrigation and cart path construction  $5,850,000
has allowed the cou nty to fund 10 sepa rate Upgrades to energy efficient light fixtures £3,000,000
capital projects or programs that have ranged Bicycle and pedestrian trail conversions £2,408,000
from nearly $5.9 million for golf course projects Upgrages to exterior of King Community Center  $1,377,273
to $63,000 for electronic pay stations at boat Steam boiler replacements across Parks system  $1,340,000
launches - a use of technology that could save 2l T e Gl e $1,287,000
labor costs for the county. Though these projects ~ Crime Prevention Through Design Program $1,149,500
make only a relatively modest dent in the Fuel inventory management system CEAET
county’s overall parks capital backlog, they still Parks building occupancy controls $249,600
add $17.4 million to the county’s capital budget B IR B 2 DT e i EE $63,000

Total $17,419,420

for the parks and offer both improved amenities
to the public and efficiencies for the county in
the future.

Source: Milwaukee County Parks Department

Federal infrastructure legislation and funding may represent another potential avenue for certain
county projects, as we will discuss in the next section. The state’s Clean Water State Revolving Loan
Fund might as well, particularly in partnership with the Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewerage District.
Last, non-profits such as the Fund for Lake Michigan, youth sports groups, friends groups including
The Park People, the Milwaukee Parks Foundation, and corporate foundations could also help to
fund projects with a benefit for the environment, youth sports, and other community priorities.

Ultimately, however, these potential partnerships lie partly outside the county’s control. In this report,
therefore, we seek to hone in on possibilities that can be pursued by the county and other local
officials without significant changes to relevant state, federal, and local laws or additional funding
commitments from federal, state, and private leaders.

Here again, there are a number of possibilities, including several that we outlined in our October
2021 report. However, after public hearings and discussions with key stakeholders in August 2022,
county officials asked us to narrow our consideration to two of those options for now: enhanced
partnerships with MMSD and with the municipalities within Milwaukee County.

Collaboration among local governments is rarely easy but there are compelling reasons to consider
it. First, working collaboratively could allow partner governments to unlock mutual benefits, including
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parks improvements that might be out of reach financially or programmatically if hot for such
cooperation. Second, collaboration can also allow both sides to specialize in areas where they have
expertise, including land and natural resources management for the county, stormwater
management for MMSD, and local parks and recreation services in the case of municipal
governments. Though these potential partnerships on their own cannot solve all of the parks’
challenges, we show here that they hold the opportunity for meaningful progress.
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PART TWO: THE MILWAUKEE
METROPOLITAN SEWERAGE
DISTRICT

The Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewerage District (MMSD) is a regional government that provides water
treatment and flood management services for about 1.1 million people in 28 communities in Greater
Milwaukee. The district’'s 423 square-mile service area covers 18 of the 19 Milwaukee County
municipalities (South Milwaukee is the exception) along with 10 communities in the four surrounding
counties and at least portions of six watersheds.2 MMSD is governed by 11 commissioners who
include local elected officials and citizens from its territory.

Along with Superior, MMSD operates within the core of its service area one of just two combined
sewer systems in all of Wisconsin, which means that its two water reclamation plants collect and
treat flows from both storm and sanitary sewers.3 Notably, that means being able to manage large
rainfalls in the area is critical to a variety of environmental goals, including ensuring that MMSD is
not forced to let untreated water flow into Lake Michigan.

Most of the district’s operating funds come from fees charged to residents by communities served by
the district and passed along to MMSD. Remaining funds include sales of fertilizer produced by
MMSD that support operations and payments by municipalities from adjacent counties that are
based on equalized property values and support the capital budget. The district’s capital costs are
largely covered through a property tax levied in participating municipalities, mainly in Milwaukee
County. The district’s tax levy is not subject to any state limits, which is similar to county and
municipal levies used for debt payments but different from other local tax revenues used for
operations, since those are capped under state law.

MMSD'’s Mission and Its Relevance for County Parks

MMSD’s 2035 plan notes it seeks to take a regional approach to respond to climate change and the
rising frequency of large rainfalls to ensure a cleaner Lake Michigan. Specific goals are to eliminate
overflows and sewage backups into residents’ basements and to improve the overall management of
stormwater. To do so, the district seeks to balance proactive maintenance and improvements to
“gray infrastructure” comprised of pipes and treatment plants and the increased use of innovative
“green infrastructure” to trap or otherwise manage stormwater. Examples include wetlands, strips of
land known as bioswales, and a variety of other tools such as rain gardens and porous pavements
that allow water to evaporate or filter into the earth rather than flow into sewers, creeks, and rivers.

2 For more on the territory included within MMSD’s jurisdiction, see Wis. Stat. § 200.29(1) and (Ch.13.201 of
the MMSD Rules).

3 State law says MMSD'’s general duties are to “project, plan, design, construct, maintain and operate a
sewerage system for the collection, transmission and disposal of all sewage and drainage of the sewerage
service area including, either as an integrated or as a separate feature of the system, the collection,
transmission and disposal of storm water and groundwater.” The district must also “abate combined sewer
overflows to the extent necessary to comply with federal or state law.” Wis. Stat. § 200.31.

13 NATURAL PARTNERS | FEBRUARY 2024 nil



https://www.mmsd.com/about-us/2035-vision
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/200/ii/29/1
https://www.mmsd.com/application/files/4215/5412/8237/Chapter_13_3-25-19.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/200/ii/31

MMSD has jurisdiction over Figure 4: Waterways Run Through Most Large County Parks
several rivers and a number of Milwaukee County Parks in green and waterways under MMSD's jurisdiction in blue
tributaries in Milwaukee County,

and those are of particular

importance to the district’s flood

control mission. The pioneers of

the Milwaukee County Parks :
system made a particular point "

of conserving land around these

waterways and the strategic
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As Figure 4 shows, MMSD’s
jurisdictional waterways run
through or along more than 40
county parks and parkways
throughout Milwaukee County
and they include some of the
largest parks and parkways with
some of the most extensive
assets. Appendix One includes a
full list of these parks and their
associated waterways, but they
include Lincoln Park, Brown
Deer Park, Whitnall Park, and
the Root River Parkway, among

others. The same is also true of
cou nty trails, which in several Sources: Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewerage District and Milwaukee County
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notable instances also parallel rivers and creeks (see Appendix Two). This overlap in territory and
responsibility - coupled with strong similarities in the environmental missions of both agencies -
provides a substantial opportunity for collaboration between the parks and MMSD. In particular, both
MMSD and Milwaukee County Parks officials have expressed goals of reducing the size of paved
surfaces such as parking lots and concrete river channels as well as planting large numbers of trees.

These mutual environmental goals could form the basis of an enhanced collaboration between the
two entities, but such collaboration also would require a commitment to clarifying overall objectives
as well as the legal and political barriers that might impede partnerships. County officials, for
example, could benefit from additional clarity on what types of projects are appropriate for MMSD to
assume given its complex rules and funding mechanisms.

Any such collaboration also would need to consider the district’s flood control responsibilities as well
as its state permit requirements related to water quality, which include the requirement to limit

14 NATURAL PARTNERS | FEBRUARY 2024 nil




overflows of its combined sewer system into Lake Michigan. The district has worked extensively in
the past to limit these overflows and has been largely successful, with an average of 2.5 per year,
down from 50 to 60 per year in the 1990s.

The five-year permit issued to MMSD by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (DNR) in
2019 requires a plan to reduce runoff into the district’s treatment system by 50 million gallons over
a five-year period, with 20 million gallons of that within the combined sewer district. Reductions must
be maintained for up to 20 years.

Meanwhile, the district’'s wet weather plan from February 2022 calls for cumulative reductions in
runoff of 72.8 million gallons, with 6.4 million occurring within the district’'s boundaries and the
remaining 69.6 million gallons occurring outside of Milwaukee County in the upper reaches of the
streams flowing into the district. To meet the goals of MMSD’s permit as well as its overall mission,
the district and its staff look for ways to
reduce runoff. DNR staff indicate if the
district can demonstrate that a project in
the Milwaukee County Parks reduces
water runoff or improves water quality,
then it’s likely the practice could be
counted toward meeting MMSD’s permit
requirements.

When considering these requirements, it
becomes apparent that MMSD could work
to fulfill its own responsibilities while also
meeting at least some of the needs of
county parks and their users. For
example, it may serve MMSD’s interests
to pay for work to alter park features to
better manage runoff, such as regrading
land, dredging ponds, or replacing existing
park assets with new ones that better
absorb, retain, or channel water. In this
latter case, MMSD also would need to
replace any additional parks assets or
structures disturbed by such work. The
district also might help to purchase
natural areas needed for flood control
that could serve as additional parks
properties, and it potentially could pay for
or perform maintenance and upkeep of
parks assets that serve its interests by
preserving or enhancing the absorption
and retention of water. Such possibilities
for a partnership are not mere speculation
- the two agencies have already moved
forward with successful collaborations, as
we will discuss below.
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To be clear, in recent months some difficulties have cropped up for the two parties in working with
one another on some of those projects, as we also detail below. These kinds of differences across
independent governments are common in the course of such projects and do not appear
insurmountable.

As this report was nearing completion, several lawmakers also proposed legislation that would limit
the types of county parks amenities that MMSD could pay to build or replace. Though the district
could pay for any assets impacted by its flood control work, the legislation would prohibit MMSD from
paying for additional projects to compensate the county for its use of the parks. The legislation also
seeks to allow MMSD to do work in county parks without county approval if the district has given
notice at least 30 days in advance. Though this legislation may not advance in this session, it could
be proposed again in the future and for now at least the prospects for collaboration between the two
sides appear to have been chilled.

Over the long term, however, some collaboration will likely remain necessary and mutually beneficial.
The county owns a substantial part of the land along the county’s rivers and streams and MMSD will
have difficulties in carrying out projects on these lands without a solid relationship with the county.
For its part, the county will still be in sore need of help with its capital needs within the parks.
Therefore, our original goal in this report to explore and present options for fostering greater
collaboration between MMSD and the Milwaukee County Parks remains highly relevant, and we do
so in the remainder of this section.

Enhanced Partnerships Could Produce Mutual Benefits

MMSD'’s current wet weather plan rests heavily on investments to improve water quality and reduce
the volume flowing into waterways. The district’s capital budget included $13.2 million for these
purposes in 2023, slightly below the 2017 to 2022 average of $14.9 million. The district is also
expecting a major

increase in spending in Table 2: Green Infrastructure Can Avoid Runoff
this area in the years to Type of green infrastructure practices and estimated runoff preventad by year
come. These funds call
. allons per
Support various Practice Description Square Foot
prOgramS and Bi | Landscape features that collect polluted stormwater runoff 75
approaches such as loswales and allow it to soak into the ground, filtering out pollution. )
constructed wetla ndS, Treatment systems that use natural features such as
Iandscaping to manage Constructed Wetlands wetland vegetation, soils, and their associated 83
t d . g d micro-organisms to improve water quality.

water, anda raln garadens
(see Table 2) These Green Roofs Green spaces on top of buildings. 10
practices primarily come
R he f f ital . . Colorful native plants, ornamentals, or & combination of the
in the form of capita Mative Landscaping . 0.4
i tments but can also two that are planted to manage rainwater.
Inves
involve ongoing upkeep, Porous Pavement Pavement that has spaces that store and let water pass 2.0

- th h. ’
as we will discuss below. roua

. Rain Gard Gardens that collect rain from roofs, driveways or other a4
As preVIously noted, one sin saraens hard surfaces, allowing it to absorb into the ground. i
type of intervention that o _ )

Stormwater Trae® Trees planted in important locations that store water in 250

could hold value for both their leaves and branches. ’

the parks and MMSD

Source: Milwaukee Metropaolitan Sewerage District; *Measured in gallons per tree
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would be to reduce paved surfaces or replace them with porous pavement. Other opportunities could
include constructing wetlands, dredging ponds, planting trees or native landscaping, or replacing the
aging roofs of park facilities with green roofs where appropriate. In these cases, it would be wise to
consider both initial capital and ongoing maintenance costs to ensure that there would not be a long-
term negative financial impact to the parks department and that there would be minimal impacts to
parks users and revenues. For example, siting a wetland or planting trees or native landscaping on a
golf course could improve water quality and reduce flooding, but beyond a certain extent also could
affect its use by golfers and the associated fee revenues.

We will provide more detail on the types of projects that MMSD might pursue later in this section, but
it is also important to consider some of the potential benefits to the Milwaukee County Parks that fall
outside the overall environmental and flood management benefits.

Replacement of Disturbed Facilities and Limits on MMSD’s Role

When MMSD pursues direct investment in county parks to advance its flood control and
environmental objectives, then it needs to consider the replacement of assets disturbed during the
course of installing a flood control practice or replacing existing infrastructure. Such replacement, of
course, also helps the county by providing a source of outside funding for capital projects that the
county otherwise might have to finance itself. This scenario played out in a previous agreement
between the county and MMSD in which the district agreed to fund improvements to pedestrian
paths, landscaping, and a bridge and basketball court in Pulaski Park as part of a major flood control
project involving the Kinnickinnic River that disturbed some park assets, as we will discuss below.

However, there are limits to what the district can pay for when it comes to disturbed assets based on
provisions in MMSD'’s charter, state statutes and administrative code, and federal laws. Discussions
with district and DNR staff and outside engineers suggest that, while MMSD has some discretion in
designating disturbed assets, this web of regulations - as well as engineering realities - makes it
difficult to say definitively which assets are eligible for replacement without looking at the
characteristics of specific projects. As we note later in this section, one potential response would be
for the Milwaukee County Parks and MMSD to collaborate on a joint mapping and capital planning
project that could define the scope of potential future projects and identify which assets would most
likely be affected.

In addition, there are further limits on what other sorts of capital investments and ongoing
operations spending the district could undertake within the county parks. A May 22, 2023 memo
from the district’s legal services director provides a more detailed look at this overall question and is
included in this report as Appendix Three.

When the district installs green infrastructure practices, removes concrete channels from waterways,
or replaces existing sewer pipes, state clean water fund loans can be used to pay for the
replacement of any assets disturbed by the work. These disturbed assets, however, must be
reasonably linked to the project’s actual footprint. The district has a similar policy for replacing
disturbed assets using its property tax funds. In the Pulaski Park example, the district replaced parks
facilities within approximately 100 to 150 feet of the center of the river, but did not replace similar
assets further away given the policy of maintaining the connection between the project and replaced
facilities. Project plans are reviewed by DNR financial staff to ensure they meet permit requirements
and ensure a reasonable connection with any assets that are replaced in the course of the project.
MMSD is a major borrower from the clean water fund with $375.1 million in outstanding loans as of
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the end of 2022, but until now that has mostly been for treatment facilities. However, changes to the
fund now make green infrastructure projects eligible, which may facilitate a greater focus on these
practices.

Maintenance Agreements

Chapter 13 of the district’s rules and regulations allow it to perform or pay for the maintenance of
flood control structures and practices such as wetlands or green infrastructure and vegetation that
facilitate stormwater drainage. Under this authority, the district could potentially assume at least
some maintenance responsibilities for natural areas within parks properties, including activities such
as forestry, planting trees, and possibly other work such as managing some invasive species.

District regulations (Ch. 13.201-205 of the MMSD Rules) specify that when a flood control practice is
installed on land that MMSD does not own, the district can pay for maintenance of the practice, but
not maintenance for other purposes, such as snow plowing, lawn mowing, and other similar
activities. The district has latitude, therefore, to pursue not only capital projects, but also to a lesser
extent ongoing maintenance in the county parks after the completion of a project so long as an
appropriate reduction in runoff can be demonstrated. District rules also can be changed via a vote by
the 11-member district commission, though any changes must still comply with the relevant state
and federal regulations and laws.

These agreements could form the basis for shifting some costs for maintaining natural areas around
waterways from the parks to the district in a mutually beneficial way - currently the county spends
$500,000 annually on natural areas overall and it is possible at least some of this work around
waterways could be taken over by MMSD to further its flood control goals. Additionally, MMSD might
be able to pay for all or part of the costs of maintenance on flood control or water quality
infrastructure within the parks, including for culverts, retention walls, porous pavement, and the
removal of fallen trees and other obstructions from streams. MMSD officials noted that typically the
district must own assets to maintain them but that some limited exceptions have been made to this
general rule. Providing more clarity on when MMSD could make exceptions on county-owned
property could facilitate these sorts of collaborations in the future.

Purchase of Park Lands

Part of the county and SEWRPC open space plan calls for adding about 2,900 acres to local
government and nonprofit ownership in the county. The sewerage district, through its Greenseams
program, purchases natural areas that provide flood control benefits, often transferring the land to
municipal or county parks departments or the state DNR for management. While many of these
purchases occur in the upper reaches of watersheds outside of Milwaukee County, the county parks
now include some of these properties, such as the 51-acre Schurn property and 13-acre Vanselow
property located in Oak Creek. Preserving natural areas can benefit county residents by providing
recreation opportunities, avoiding urban heat islands and maintaining air and water quality.

These purchases obviously would not directly address the deferred maintenance projects within the
county parks and could add some maintenance or capital costs. Yet as we have already noted,
managing natural areas comes with little to no additional deferred maintenance costs for the county
and would allow the county to bring its experience in natural resource management to that work. To
the extent that any potential MMSD purchases would offset some capital spending the county would
have undertaken on its own, they could free up additional funds for other parks.
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Existing Partnerships Show the Path Forward

One clear reason to think that MMSD and the parks department can collaborate on mutually
beneficial projects is that the entities have already done so. In the case of Pulaski Park, the project
has been brought to completion and in Jackson Park, the work is ongoing. Here we examine both
projects and the potential lessons to be learned for future partnerships.

Both of these projects are taking place along the Kinnickinnic River, the smallest of the three rivers
flowing into the harbor of Milwaukee but also the one with the most populated and urbanized
watershed. In the 1960’s, the bed of the Kinnickinnic in Pulaski and Jackson Parks and many other
parts was lined with concrete to move water through the channel as quickly as possible, a move that
succeeded in its initial goal but brought unintended issues with safety, water quality, and
downstream flooding.

In June 2022, three Rohingya refugees drowned in a concrete drainage channel that flows into a
tunnel and then the Kinnickinnic at a time of peak flow and rapid current, with a child first falling in
followed by his father and another man who were trying to save the boy. Even prior to that incident,
MMSD had been working to remove concrete channels and reverse what is now seen as a misguided
practice. For their part, county parks officials say they understand the reasons for the larger effort
and support it.

The efforts to remove the concrete channels in the Kinnickinnic are part of a larger MMSD flood
management plan for the watershed that seeks to reduce the flooding risk for over 700 homes and
businesses and also involves a partnership with the city of Milwaukee to create additional
stormwater storage. Removing the concrete channels slows the flow of water, so this process also
involves creating greater capacity along the waterway to store floodwater at times of heavy rainfall.

Pulaski Park

A 25.9-acre park on Milwaukee’s South Side that straddles the Kinnickinnic River, Pulaski Park
serves a diverse neighborhood and offers amenities that include footpaths and one of only two
indoor pools within the Milwaukee County Parks. The park has a county equity score of 10 and a fair
rating for its overall condition using the criteria outlined earlier, making it a good candidate for
capital improvements from the perspective of the county.

After MMSD prioritized the removal of the concrete riverbed in the park, the district and the parks
partnered on a project that was planned for a number of years and largely carried out from August
2018 to August 2020. According to the district, MMSD removed more than 1,700 feet of cracked
and broken concrete channel, widening the river and returning it to a natural watercourse and more
scenic features. As part of this project, MMSD disturbed and replaced a playground, basketball court,
and pedestrian bridge that were all within roughly 100 to 150 feet of the river. The county also paid
for some of the projects with funds from its operating and capital budgets, including the conversion
of a tennis court to a futsal court. New native plants and trees were also planted through the park as
part of the project.

The work has saved money for the county by allowing it to receive new amenities courtesy of MMSD,
thus avoiding the cost of repair or replacement of the existing assets. The project also improved
those assets for the public, slowed water flows during rain events, and enhanced river habitat and
views over the old channel. It cost MMSD $12.8 million, with $1.3 million dedicated to replacing
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parks assets. The overall process included public notice and feedback, with neighbors voting on the
design and color of the pedestrian bridge as well as the types of athletic courts and playground
equipment.

Jackson Park

A 113-acre regional park that includes both the Kinnickinnic River and its eponymous parkway,
Jackson Park serves the southern part of the city of Milwaukee and lies relatively close to the village
of West Milwaukee as well. The area served by Jackson Park has a greater than average equity need
of 7 and the park has a fair overall condition rating, and like Pulaski it also has a concrete channel
that MMSD is seeking to remove. MMSD started discussion with county parks officials about the
project in 2017 and a memorandum of understanding (MOU) was approved by both sides in March
2020.

According to MMSD, the project is removing the concrete lining from more than 2,100 feet of the
river along with enclosed culverts, widening the river corridor with an impact to the surrounding
parkland, and dredging the park’s pond to deepen it and remove contaminated sediment. In light of
the disturbance, the district is also replacing or paying to replace the park’s boathouse and adding
fishing piers and a bridge over the river, updating sports courts, improving paths, making
improvements to a pool, and upgrading a parks service yard and building.

When the work is complete, it will produce similar benefits to the Pulaski Park project. Those include
restoring the river to a more natural state and slowing the flow of water, allowing the pond to store
more rainfall by lowering its bottom and water level, improving the park’s amenities, and saving
repair and replacement costs for the county while protecting homeowners from flooding. The projects
collectively will cost about $60 million and include about $15 million for upgrades to parks assets.
The district is also paying the county an additional $4 million for pool improvements, tree removal,
lost rental costs during construction, and county staff time.

These upgrades and payments to the county were negotiated between the two entities and MMSD
officials say they amount to about $11 million more than what is needed for flood management
activities in the park. Parks officials say the overall project involved disruption to the park and a
number of park assets and that all of the upgrades were necessary and worthwhile to support
priorities such as public recreation. For their part, MMSD officials have expressed concern that their
charter and applicable laws limit what upgrades they can do.

As project planning has continued, MMSD officials said plans have shifted from the $750,000 in
improvements to the existing park boathouse to $1.5 million for building an open air pavilion in its
place and $6.6 million for a service yard that is larger than envisioned in the original agreement,
which called for replacement of the existing buildings in the yard plus $250,000 in additional
upgrades. County officials say a project budget was not defined until after the design process had
started and have suggested doing so earlier in the future to ensure a better mutual understanding.
County officials said they have attempted to reduce spending in other areas of the project as part of
this process, but some tension has arisen over the course of these discussions between the two
agencies and it could delay the work in Jackson Park and potentially affect other future
collaborations.
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Other Collaborations

The county parks and MMSD have worked with one another on a number of other endeavors, large
and small. One highlight that also involved the DNR was the installation of a fish passage around the
Kletzsch Dam on the Milwaukee River. That passage runs through Kletzsch Park and allows
migrating fish to pass above the artificial barrier, which allows fish such as northern pike and lake
sturgeon to reach higher-quality spawning and nursery habitat in the upper reaches of the Milwaukee
River. The Parks and the U.S. Army Corp of Engineers are also in the planning stages with MMSD on
channel restoration in areas of the Honey Creek, Kinnickinnic River, and Underwood Creek.

Other collaborations between the county parks and MMSD include jointly funded green infrastructure
projects within the parks system (for more on those efforts, see the section on Parking Lots and
Paved Assets) and a joint effort with Cream City Conservation to develop local workforce training
programs to connect underrepresented individuals with training and employment opportunities in
green infrastructure.

Last, the district and parks department also have a number of agreements allowing MMSD access to
parks property for construction, maintenance, sampling, and other activities. Parks staff provided a
list of 39 right of entry permits that the county had issued since January 2020.

Takeaways

On the whole, these partnerships between MMSD and the parks are yielding a number of benefits
sought by both sides, including better flood control and water quality and upgrades to parks assets.
Each entity is almost uniquely positioned to help the other - the county parks have properties
suitable and in many cases critical for flood mitigation, while MMSD has the capacity to finance
projects in the parks that in at least some cases are consistent with both agencies’ missions.

Both parks and MMSD officials said they had been surprised by unexpected developments during
their joint projects and felt that the relationship needed to improve to move forward productively with
similar projects in the future. In addition, it is worth noting that the Pulaski and Jackson projects
have required years to discuss and carry out. Such efforts do require both careful deliberation and
public input. However, the relatively slow pace of the Jackson project in particular - preliminary
engineering started in 2017 and the final design is only now beginning - is limiting the benefits that
both sides and the public receive from the partnership.

Both sides brought forward ideas that they said would help to address their own concerns, but these
concepts would likely need refining and the integration of input from the other side. For their part,
county officials said that one solution could be for their own staff to take on the project design in
cases in which a parks asset is affected by an MMSD project and needs to be moved or replaced.
They acknowledged, however, that staffing and workload issues could make it challenging to handle
some of this work on a timely basis.

Another approach put forward by MMSD would start with the district paying for a park plan for
specific properties in which the district seeks to work and one of the two sides cataloging existing
parks facilities, performing a tree survey, doing exploratory work such as surveying, identifying
affected parks assets, and then MMSD paying to replace them. This idea is not being actively
considered by the parks department in its current form, however, and so as noted above it is unlikely
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to move forward without discussions between the two parties. In theory at least, both sides are open
to the idea of a more standardized process that would provide both with more certainty.

Potential Sites for Additional Collaboration

Forty-three Milwaukee County Parks have MMSD-managed streams running through them,
presenting ample opportunity for collaboration between the two governments. To identify the list of
places that are ripe for collaboration, we focused on parks with concrete-lined channels and
numerous assets within 200 feet of the center of a stream. In doing so, we cast a broad net for
potentially impacted assets and acknowledge that not all of these parks structures would be
affected by a given project.

As discussed earlier, MMSD has prioritized removing these channels for both safety and
environmental reasons, and the reconstruction of concrete channels formed the basis for the
collaboration in both Pulaski and Jackson parks. Finding parks with numerous assets within 200 feet
of the river channel is important since these disturbed assets are more likely to be eligible for
replacement using district funds.

In particular, two parks stand out for us, and we also see some potential for collaboration in parks
that the county would define as having the highest needs.

Wilson Park

The joint MMSD projects in Jackson and Pulaski Park are part of the district’s larger plan for the
Kinnickinnic watershed, which is intended to limit flooding and improve neighborhood safety by
removing dangerous concrete channels at an estimated overall cost of $248.7 million as of 2017.
Improvements to Wilson Park Creek, a stream in the Kinnickinnic River basin, are the next priority for
the district, making Wilson Park a good candidate for further collaboration between MMSD and the
county parks.

Wilson Park is a 76.7-acre regional park that serves the south side of Milwaukee and suburban
communities like Greendale and South Milwaukee. The park offers an outdoor swimming pool and
indoor ice arena, along with a pond, walking paths, and baseball diamonds. The county’s open space
plan rates the park as average in terms of equity concerns, and in good overall physical condition.

The district’s plan for Wilson Park involves the reshaping of the river’s floodplain to increase water
storage in the park and in the Kinnickinnic River watershed overall, which in turn would allow MMSD
to remove the concrete channels in Wilson Park Creek. Stormwater engineers say work on the
storage basins must be completed first, as it helps prevent the flooding that otherwise could be
caused by the removal of concrete river channels.

Not only would work on the creek within Wilson Park improve flood control and stream safety, but the
project also provides opportunity for enhancing amenities in the course of the channel removal and
creating water storage capacity. That's because there are also parks assets that are at least close to
within 200 feet of the center of the river channel and pond, including a baseball field, a parking lot
and park service yard, and pedestrian paths and a park pavilion. Because of the scope of the
improvements, some or all of these assets may be impacted and therefore potentially could be
replaced if MMSD and parks staff decided to do so after seeking community input.
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McCarty Park

McCarty Park, a 52-acre park in West Allis, could prove another fruitful location for parks and MMSD
cooperation. That could occur once the district shifts its focus from removing concrete channels in
the Kinnickinnic watershed to the Menomonee River watershed, and specifically to the Honey Creek
portion of the basin. The park has many of the key features we have identified with regard to
potential collaboration, including a concrete-lined channel running through the park and a pond that
could create potential water storage. For those reasons, a project there could be attractive to MMSD
for managing stormwater.

From the standpoint of the parks, there are several assets within 200 feet of Honey Creek or the
pond, including paved paths, a pedestrian bridge, tennis courts, a pavilion, and baseball fields. This
creates the potential for an investment in parks assets via a funding partnership with MMSD. The
park is considered to be in good physical condition with average equity concerns, so it is not one of
the highest-priority parks based on those metrics. However, improvements to assets in McCarty Park
that are made under a partnership with MMSD could defray long-term costs for the county and better
position it to make upgrades in higher-need parks.

Other potential parks

There are several other parks and parkways that have concrete channels or ponds in or near them
that might present plausible options for collaboration. Armour Park, the Honey Creek Parkway, and
the Underwood Creek Parkway include or are adjacent to concrete channels, while Brown Deer and
Oakwood parks offer existing ponds that could be part of plans for expanded rainwater storage.
These parks and parkways have fewer amenities within 200 feet of a channel than McCarty and
Wilson parks and are part of watersheds that have not yet been planned for concrete channel
removal. While that may make them less attractive for collaboration in the near term, as plans evolve
that assessment could change.

Throughout this process, county officials have noted that it can be difficult to assess how stormwater
projects may impact county parks and what parks assets might be disturbed and replaced as a
result. This lack of clarity stems from both the nuances of flood control plans and engineering as well
as the complexity of the financing tools and rules governing MMSD'’s operations. One potential
solution would be for MMSD and county officials to collaborate on mapping anticipated MMSD
stormwater projects and their impacts to parkland. This mapping effort could include identifying
potential future capital projects for both entities and establishing criteria to determine when
disturbed or impacted park assets would be eligible for replacement as part of an MMSD project.
Such an effort would clarify for both sides what the district’s plans could mean for the parks and
might facilitate discussions and eventually agreements between the two sides about how to proceed.

As noted earlier, collaboration between MMSD and the parks may not be seen as the best way in
every case to address the park system’s properties with the highest equity needs, as MMSD
investments tend to follow waterways. It's worth noting, however, that flooding nationally is expected
to disproportionally impact low-income individuals and communities of color, making efforts to limit
flooding important on equity grounds, regardless of which parks are impacted.

Nevertheless, if MMSD and the parks department choose to focus investments in parks based on
need, there are some opportunities. Using our two-part classification of parks by need, including both
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equity scores and physical condition, MMSD waterways run through eight parks or parkways
identified as higher need and six identified as the highest need: Doyne, Jackson, and Lyons parks,
and the Kinnickinnic River and Little Menomonee River parkways. All six properties were rated in fair
or poor physical condition and scored above average on the equity score. As we have noted, Jackson
Park is already a site of extensive collaboration and Pulaski is also rated as higher need.

In addition, there are other parks with flood control infrastructure or features that may represent
areas of potential collaboration. Not all of these projects will necessarily result in the replacement of
parks assets or a reduction in the parks capital backlog, but all of them represent an opportunity to
forge a stronger relationship between MMSD and the county that could result over time in benefits
for both local governments and county residents.

Parking Lots, Parkways, and Paved Assets

As we noted in Part One, the replacement or downsizing of paved or otherwise impervious surfaces
such as parking lots, parkways, and footpaths represents one of the largest potential capital costs
facing the county parks. As a result, pursuing potential partnerships with MMSD to replace paved
assets in the parks with either permeable or porous pavement - and to reduce the size of parking
lots, parkways, or paved recreational space where appropriate - could help to address a major fiscal
burden for the county while serving MMSD’s mission by making substantial reductions in runoff.
Milwaukee County Parks leaders say such moves could also help to meet their goals of a more
naturalized parks system that shifts at least somewhat from active to passive recreation and lowers
capital and operating costs.

Rehabbing parking lots alone could cost the county an estimated $65.2 million in 2023 dollars, or
nearly 13% of the total capital cost identified in the county’s open space plan. Expanding that to
include other paved assets like parkways, roads, and multi-use trails, the number climbs to $244
million in 2023 dollars. In the 2023 capital budget, the county dedicated $5.5 million to improving
the North Point parking lot, making it the single largest capital item approved for the parks this year
and accounting for more than 31% of the total capital budget for the parks.

The 147 acres of county parking lots alone generate more than 19 million gallons of estimated
runoff per year. MMSD and the county could expand on their previous collaborations by targeting
aging paved surfaces in areas of particular concern for flooding and either downsize them, replace
them with porous pavement, or both. This approach also could be effective for many parking lots and
footpaths as well as some paved recreational assets like basketball or tennis courts, particularly in
cases where they are at the end of their useful life.

Porous pavement may not be appropriate for replacing parkways, but parks officials are already
moving to convert some parkways to Oak Leaf Trail segments - a step that could reduce runoff as
well. For example, the county is using $2.4 million in ARPA funding to convert a portion of the Little
Menomonee Parkway to a bicycle and pedestrian trail, as mentioned in Part One.

Permeable pavement can take various forms, but it generally consists of permeable paving stones,
asphalt or concrete. This approach allows rainwater to infiltrate into storage basins, improving water
quality, reducing flooding, and potentially lessening the need for salt during the winter, as less water
tends to sit on top of the surface.
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The district and parks department already work together to install permeable pavement and other
green infrastructure as part of parks projects through MMSD’s Green Infrastructure Partnership
Program. As previously noted, the parks department has received more than $970,000 from MMSD
since 2009 to install green infrastructure as part of seven projects. Those projects include green roof
installation at the Mitchell Park Domes, the implementation of stormwater management practices at
the Boerner Gardens, and green infrastructure along the Menomonee River Parkway.

Porous pavers have also been installed as part of major parking lot improvements at the McKinley
Marina, a $2.1 million project funded in part with a $150,000 grant from MMSD. When approved,
the work at the marina was expected to prevent approximately 2 million gallons of sediment-laden
stormwater from flowing into Lake Michigan. That effort was part of a larger project to enhance the
parking and pedestrian infrastructure in the area while reducing the site’s impact on water quality in
the critical Milwaukee Estuary, according to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. A second
phase to the project is now underway and will receive a similar amount of support from MMSD.

Such a collaboration could be undertaken on a scale as small or large as the two entities desired. On
the upper end, MMSD could choose to use porous pavement to replace a substantial share of the
paved parking lots. Replacing half of the existing lots over time might credit the district with nearly 9
million gallons of runoff reduction, or nearly half of the 20-million gallon in-district runoff reduction
included in its state permit requirement. The reduction in runoff could be even greater if some of the
lots were reduced in size.

Admittedly, other methods exist for managing stormwater, such as constructing or enhancing ponds,
catch basins, and wetlands in county parks, and in many cases these approaches may be preferable.
However, these approaches might limit some uses of some parks and might not be appropriate in
certain cases. Replacing paved surfaces with a porous alternative or reducing their size could be
more expensive but could be employed in most parks with parking areas with fewer impacts on
users.

Officials would need to consider the special maintenance requirements of permeable pavement,
which MMSD could handle either by performing the maintenance itself or by contracting with county
parks staff or another entity. Under a more expansive definition of maintenance, the district could
also include plowing, striping, and other parking lot maintenance costs, which would substantially
increase the fiscal impacts of the agreement. MMSD’s legal counsel would need to review which
maintenance costs would be appropriate for the district to assume. If county and MMSD leaders felt
that existing rules were too restrictive, they could work to make changes to county and district
ordinances and could also jointly or separately seek changes to state statutes.

If the district and parks were to agree to focus on replacing or reducing parking lots or converting
some parkways to multi-use trails, MMSD and the county could choose to package together a
number of parking lots or multiple parkway segments and come to an agreement on all of them at
once. This would prevent repeated negotiations over specific details for each individual park that
could slow the projects and might allow the district to achieve at least some economies of scale in
both the design and maintenance stages.

As discussed earlier, collaboration on parks with waterways provides some opportunities for
addressing equity concerns, a vital consideration for the county parks. However, parking lot
replacement could be focused on some of the highest-need parks in the county, since many parks in
the system have significant pavement needs as well as similar soil. This could create an immediate,
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visible impact in the quality of parks used by low-income communities while also modestly reducing
runoff in those neighborhoods.

Tree Planting

At present, MMSD has a stated goal of planting 6 million trees over the next decade to eventually
capture 150 million gallons of stormwater. Though the target area for this initiative extends beyond
Milwaukee County, the county parks still represent a significant potential set of lands for pursuing
this goal.

Besides improving stormwater management, these new trees could provide additional habitat for
birds and wildlife and help hold down urban temperatures in the face of challenges from climate
change. They would also add to the aesthetic value of the parks for visitors while adding only
minimal costs to the county’s operating budget.

Milwaukee County Parks leaders say they support this goal of planting large numbers of trees,
making it another potential area for partnership. MMSD and county leaders could collaborate on
mapping areas where tree planting is most appropriate and then discuss the most effective
arrangement to plant and nurture the saplings.

To be sure, tree planting is not a strategy that could address the capital challenges within the county
parks, but it could help lower operating costs modestly as part of a larger conversion of parklands to
natural areas. In addition, working with MMSD on this goal might strengthen the relationship
between the two entities and lead to more collaboration on county capital projects in the future.

More Extensive MMSD Involvement in County Parks

Some have suggested that MMSD should take an even greater role in county parks management
given its flood control and water quality mission and arguably greater financial capacity, including
paying for maintenance activities such as mowing, trail maintenance, and some forestry tasks, or
even taking complete responsibility for some subset of parks or the entire parks system. While these
more extensive options might arguably benefit the two agencies by allowing for better coordination of
recreation and drainage on thousands of acres of green space in Milwaukee County, their feasibility
appears limited under current law.

According to the May 2023 memo prepared by MMSD'’s director of legal services, the district’s
statutory charge limits its authority to constructing and maintaining a sewer system and flood control
activities. Therefore, it appears that the district is restricted to owning, constructing, or maintaining
assets to meet those responsibilities and that it does not have the authority to maintain unrelated
assets.

The memo further suggests the district could own parkland but could not improve or maintain assets
such as ball fields, swimming pools, recreational trails, or any other features that are not directly
related to flood control. This means the district may be able to take control of a portion of the county
parks’ duties in natural areas that have a clear connection to flood management, but that, barring a
change in state law, MMSD could not perform trail maintenance or any other activities that provide
for recreational uses.
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To further the collaboration between the county and MMSD, the parks department could consider
substantially expanding the amount of parkland covered in native plantings in ways that would allow
for improved stormwater management. Under such a strategy, either the district could take over
responsibility for managing those lands or pay the county to manage them, given its expertise in
managing natural resources.

The parks department currently manages 65% of its total acreage as natural areas, with the goal of
expanding that to 67%, providing opportunity for enhanced native plantings. Work in these areas
includes managing invasive species, protecting and adjusting habitat for wildlife, planting native
species, mitigating the effects of the public’s use of the lands, and managing waterways. If
maintenance responsibility for some or all of these native areas for flood management purposes was
turned over to MMSD or if MMSD was assigned that responsibility and paid the county to manage
them, maintenance costs for the parks department could be reduced, as the county currently spends
about $500,000 for four FTE staff to manage natural areas. Under this scenario, county parks staff
would still be responsible for maintaining park assets such as trails, buildings, and other facilities.
County staff said they had the goal of shifting 100 acres of mowed turf grass within the parks system
to natural areas each year, meaning they would be converted to forest or prairie.

Both parks and MMSD officials would have to consider both the pros and cons of this approach.
Such a move, for example, might lead to changes in the parks that would reduce flooding but might
or might not be supported by local park users. A less ambitious option would be for MMSD to do
more work or pay the county to do more work along the streams in county parks such as the removal
of blockages that could lead to flooding. So far the two sides have not reached a comprehensive
understanding on this issue but perhaps could do so in the future.

Even if not all of these various forms of collaboration directly benefited the county parks budget, they
might do so indirectly by enhancing the relationship with MMSD and leading to further meaningful
collaboration in the future. If implemented wisely, these options might reduce ongoing budgetary
pressures in a small way while also reducing flooding.

Summary

The strategic position of the county parks along key waterways represents a key argument for greater
collaboration between the county and MMSD. Though there have been challenges, the two partners
have collaborated on recent projects such as those in Jackson and Pulaski parks and have many
more opportunities to work together to better manage stormwater while also replacing and improving
at least some park assets. Future possibilities for partnership include removing more concrete
channels from waterways, reducing paved surfaces or replacing them with porous pavement, or
coordinating the management of waterways or natural areas more generally.
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PART THREE: PARTNERSHIPS WITH
CITIES AND VILLAGES

There are 19 cities and villages in Milwaukee County, and all but the village of River Hills have county
parks within their boundaries that provide residents with recreation opportunities, environmental
benefits such as flood mitigation, and potentially higher property values. Municipalities, therefore,
have an interest in ensuring that county-owned parks within their jurisdictions are properly
maintained and are able to serve their citizens. Also, as we will discuss, they may have access to
certain funding mechanisms for capital projects in the parks that are not available to the county.

With that in mind, increased collaboration between the county and municipalities could offer mutual
benefits. The need for such collaboration has only grown over time, given the county’s inability — well
documented by the Forum - to fully address the maintenance and capital needs within the parks.

As we will see, some municipalities have already engaged in partnerships with the parks department,
including Oak Creek, Milwaukee, and Greenfield. County parks officials shared agreements currently
in place with six different municipalities that involve improvements at nine county parks, parkways,
and trails. The county also maintains long-term agreements with three additional municipalities and
four school districts, as well as easements and shorter-term agreements for seasonal activities like
Fourth of July festivities. The agreements have taken different forms ranging from leases to
memoranda of understanding.

Many of these agreements led to small improvements to a specific asset like a ballfield or building,
or maintenance on a limited area. For that reason, adding a single such agreement may only have a
limited impact on the massive scale of maintenance and capital needs facing the county parks.

Nevertheless, fostering more of these small agreements may alleviate some of the pressure on the
county and provide pathways to collaboration on a larger scale. Municipal officials may also see
benefits - several of them told Forum staff that their residents often do not distinguish between
municipal and county properties when they identify shortcomings in their local parks.

Larger scale collaboration could also be based on a redefinition of the role of the county and its
municipalities when it comes to providing parks and recreation services. Under that newly clarified
definition, citizens could look to municipal governments to focus on maximizing recreational use and
opportunities in smaller, neighborhood parks owned by the county while Milwaukee County would
refine its focus to larger, regional parks and amenities as well as passive recreation and
management of natural lands.

Though it is outside the scope of this report, county officials could also continue to work with local
school districts to ensure adequate opportunities for active recreation for residents. School districts
can establish a separate fund for community service programs beyond K-12 education. Known as
Fund 80, this tool can be used to fund recreation programming such as evening swimming pool
operation and softball leagues as well as other activities such as adult education, food service to the
elderly, and day care services. School districts can levy property taxes for this purpose outside the
state-imposed revenue limits that apply to most aspects of school budgets. This exemption might
allow MPS and other suburban districts in Milwaukee County to take on responsibility for at least
some additional recreational programs within the county parks - a possibility that the Forum pointed
out in its Sinking Treasure report.
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With these goals in mind, we will describe two specific examples of more substantial local
government collaboration on parks, then go into greater detail about how such projects could be
better managed and expanded. As our previous research has shown, municipalities also face tight
budgets that limit their capacity to partner on improvements to assets they do not own, so our focus
here is on revenue sources such as tax increment financing and impact fees that would not involve
the redirection of existing city and village resources.

Ongoing Collaborations with Local Governments

As with MMSD, the parks department and municipal governments can reflect on several previous
collaborations as they consider possibilities for expanding such partnerships.

Kulwicki Park in the city of Greenfield

Kulwicki Park in the city of Greenfield provides a noteworthy example of collaboration between
Milwaukee County and one of its suburban communities, though it did take lengthy negotiations to
achieve it. The park runs along the Root River and a segment of the Oak Leaf Trail and includes four
baseball diamonds, a pavilion that can be rented for celebrations, and a wooded area. Kulwicki Park
was rated as being in good overall condition in the 2022 SEWRPC and county report and is rated on
the county’s equity scale as being at a lower priority level. In addition to being home to the county-
owned Kulwicki Park, Greenfield operates 14 municipal parks and a community center. These are
largely neighborhood parks, offering playgrounds, walking paths, and in some cases ballfields.

The Greenfield-New Berlin Little League uses Kulwicki Park extensively as does the Greenfield Lions
Club, which manages the pavilion rentals. The park also has a Memorial Committee that helps
maintain the park facilities and pavilion, with both groups engaged in lease agreements with
Milwaukee County to use and maintain portions of the park.

Greenfield Mayor Michael Neitzke said he was prompted by two main factors to approach county
leadership with a proposal for the city to assist with maintenance and capital costs in the park. First
was the declining overall condition of parks infrastructure, including deteriorating paths, flooding
issues, and problems with the pavilion roof and HVAC systems. Second, county fees charged to the
Little League for use of the park had increased - county officials said that was done to make them
more uniform with other parks within the larger county system. Discussions on the agreement date
back to at least 2015 and more informal exchanges between city and county leaders extend back
several years before that.

The debate over the agreement included a Milwaukee Journal Sentinel op-ed in which a Milwaukee
County Board supervisor at the time argued that it would lead to the “unthinkable unraveling of the
‘emerald necklace’ of our nationally acclaimed park system,” an argument the supervisor continued
to make in the following years. Neitzke responded with his own op-ed, arguing that the agreement
amounted to “polishing up this emerald jewel.” Ultimately, the partnership moved forward, though
c