
A million-dollar
exemption?

By Dave Daley

Dunn County 
benefited from an exemption to the 
prevailing wage law that was added 

to the state budget

A WPRI SPECIAL REPORT: THE PREVAILING WAGE LAW

In Dunn County in western Wisconsin, local officials 
four years ago shaved as much as $1 million in con-
struction costs from a $23 mil-

lion nursing home complex by getting 
an exemption from the prevailing 
wage law added to the state budget.
   Numerous other local officials in 
other parts of Wisconsin have told 
WPRI in recent weeks that they also 
would like to save money for local 
taxpayers funding projects made more 
costly by the Depression-era law. 
   The exemption raises questions 
about whether legislators who support-
ed the exemption and allowed Dunn County taxpayers to 
save money will now spare other local officials and taxpayers 
from what appear to be similarly costly impacts of the law.
   Dunn County Board Chair Steven A. Rasmussen says get-

ting the exemption was a key factor in reducing construction 
costs for the new county-owned nursing home in Meno-

monie.
 In July 2011, Rasmussen told The 

Dunn County News that the exemp-
tion could save the county in the 
neighborhood of $1 million. “We did 
save a considerable amount of money 
(with the exemption),” Rasmussen 
says. The exact savings were not avail-
able, he says.

Prevailing wage  
was ‘huge issue’

   Supervisor Paul DeLong, chair of the Dunn County Health 
Care Center Committee, says obtaining an exemption came 
up in talks with the developer as the county worked to 
reduce the project’s costs. “Prevailing wage was a huge issue 
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The Neighbors of Dunn County 
nursing home in Menomonie, 
owned by the county, opened 
in October 2013.  
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in getting reasonable 
finances for the center,” 
he says.
   The prevailing wage 
law, enacted in Wiscon-
sin in 1931, sets pay for 
workers on most public 
construction projects. 
Supporters say the law 
guarantees fair pay and 
ensures quality work. 
Critics say the law artificially 
inflates wages and raises 
costs to taxpayers.
   Rasmussen says the paper-
work involved in determin-
ing what different workers are paid under prevail-
ing wage also adds to a project’s costs. “The 
biggest beef is there is so much administration,” he says. 

How the exemption came about   
   Obtaining the prevailing wage exemption was not easy for 
Dunn County. 
   County officials first met with Gov. Scott Walker’s chief of 
staff early in 2011. Rasmussen led the county delegation to 
Madison and says their pitch focused on the number of jobs 
the nursing home construction would create and the need 
to keep county costs down. 

  “If we’re talking about jobs in Wis-
consin, this (the exemption) would 
facilitate the project going forward,” 
Rasmussen says he told state officials.   
   Rasmussen says Walker’s chief 
of staff advised the county to meet 
with the Department of Workforce 
Development, the state agency that 
administers the prevailing wage law. 
At that meeting, the DWD secretary 
promised to review the request with 

his division chiefs.
   In the end, though, it was the help of legislators who rep-
resent Dunn County in Madison, chiefly Sen. Sheila Hars-
dorf, that won the county the exemption, Rasmussen says. 
   Harsdorf (R-River Falls) represents part of Dunn County, 
including Menomonie, and is a longtime member of the 
powerful Joint Finance Committee.

   “It (the exemption) 
was put in the budget,” 
Rasmussen says. “I know 
Sheila Harsdorf helped.” 
Harsdorf did not return 
phone calls requesting 
comment. 
   The budget motion stat-
ed: “Provide an exemption 
from local prevailing wage 
law for a nursing home 
project of public works in 
a county with a popula-
tion of less than 50,000, if 
the project breaks ground 
within one year after the 
effective date of the budget 
bill.” Dunn County’s 

population was 43,857, according to the 2010 census. 
   The exemption was added to the budget during a Joint 
Finance Committee meeting just before midnight on June 
3, 2011. Records do not reflect who added the item. It was 
incorporated into a “wrap-up” motion that included 27 
other items, so legislators on the committee did not take a 
separate, stand-alone vote on it.
   All 16 members of the committee were present that night, 
and the vote on the wrap-up motion was 12-4, with all of 
the Republicans in favor: Alberta Darling, Glenn Grothman, 
Harsdorf, Randy Hopper, Joel Kleefisch, Joe Leibham, Daniel 
LeMahieu, Dan Meyer, John Nygren, Luther Olsen, Pat 
Strachota and Robin Vos. 
   The full budget, with the exemption intact, was passed by 
both the Senate and Assembly and was signed by Walker. 
   In January 2012, the Dunn County Board approved the 
issuance and sale of general obligation bonds of up to $23.4 
million to fund the construction, and the county broke 
ground on the project in May 2012.
   The Neighbors of Dunn County opened in October 2013. 
The 137-bed facility replaced the old Dunn County Health 
Care Center.
   It could not be determined whether any other public con-
struction projects in Wisconsin have been granted exemp-
tions.
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The $23 million 
complex replaced 
the Dunn County 
Health Care Cen-
ter. The faciity has 
all private rooms.

The homes have 
screened-in 

front porches 
and outdoor 
courtyards.
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