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School 
districts 
grapple

What a difference a year 
makes in the world of Wis-
consin’s prevailing wage law.

   Last year, the Oakfield School District 
needed a small painting job done as 
part of a refurbishing project at one of 
the small district’s two schools. The 
project fell within the state’s prevailing 
wage law – which meant the Fond du 
Lac County District had to pay painters 
$22.53 per hour in wages and benefits, 
according to Jackie Hungerford, admin-
istrative assistant with the district.

   The work won’t take place until this 
year, but because the district signed the 
contract with a local painter in 2014, 
it was able to lock in that year’s rate, 
Hungerford says.
   That’s a good thing. This year, she 
says, the state’s prevailing wage and 
benefits package for that painter in 
Fond du Lac County is $42.35 per 
hour, nearly double the cost.
   “You never know from year to year 
what the dollar amount is,” says Hun-
gerford. “It makes it hard to bid a job.”

          
with added costs

The Florence County 
School District in northeastern 
Wisconsin is in the beginning 
stages of exploring renovations 
at Florence High School.
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   While the painting job will be done, other projects af-
fected by the prevailing wage law will not.

Project canceled in Oakfield

   John Nyhuis, an Oakfield School Board member, says a 
remodeling project that had been planned was scrapped 
chiefly because of the law.
   Two years ago, the small, rural district with about 550 
students needed to 
move a grade into the 
middle school, which 
is located in the high 
school building. The 
plan included moving 
some rooms around, 
buying some new 
science and chemistry 
cabinetry and equip-
ment, replacing some 
hallway flooring, add-
ing acoustical ceiling 
and doing electrical 

and plumbing work.
   Local contractors quoted a budget estimate around 
$125,000, Nyhuis says. Because the cost exceeded 
$100,000, the threshold at which the school district must 
apply the prevailing wage law to a project, those same con-
tractors ended up walking away from the job, he says.
   “They didn’t want to expose their employees to the major 
wage differences between the prevailing wage law and what 

they were (normally) 
paying their employ-
ees,” says Nyhuis. In 
addition, the weekly 
paperwork required 
by the law is especially 
burdensome to small 
contractors, he says.
   State Rep. Rob Hut-
ton (R-Brookfield) has 
introduced legislation 
to repeal Wisconsin’s 
84-year-old prevailing 
wage law.
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The Oakfield School District was able to lock in a $22.53 per 
hour rate in 2014 to have a school gym painted this year. That’s 
a good thing because the rate in 2015 is up to $42.35 an hour.
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Jackie Hungerford of the 
Oakfield School District poses
at Oakfield Elementary School. 
The district needed a small painting 
job done as part of a refurbishing 
project last year at one of the small 
district’s two schools. The project fell 
within the state’s prevailing wage law 
parameters because the total cost 
exceeded $100,000. 
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   While Nyhuis doesn’t call for outright repeal, he does 
believe changes need to be made, especially when it comes 
to smaller, rural school districts that do not have the same 
ability to pay for big projects as larger, wealthier districts do. 
The Oakfield district’s current annual budget is about $6.3 
million.
   “I think the Wisconsin version of the prevailing wage law 
should be scrapped on the wage data side, and if they insist 
on having thresholds, they should be higher and adjusted 
every few years with one threshold for all types of work 
on buildings and property attached to that building,” says 
Nyhuis.

Small, rural districts ‘punished’
   School districts are particularly “punished” by the law, he 
believes, because of the $100,000 project cost threshold. 
For cities, villages and townships with populations below 

2,500, the threshold is a minimum of 
$234,000 before the prevailing wage 
law applies.
   “Small, financially strapped, rural 
school districts are punished the worst 
by this law because even small projects 
requiring outside labor, material and 
furnishings can easily top $100,000,” 
Nyhuis says. “At a minimum, the pre-
vailing wage law should include small, 
rural school districts in the $234,000 
threshold.”

   The wild variation in the painter’s cost that the Oakfield 
district was looking at is an example of the findings of a 
recent evaluation of the state prevailing wage law.
   Research conducted by the nonpartisan Wisconsin Taxpay-
ers Alliance found flaws in the way the state Department of 
Workforce Development calculates wages that must be paid 
as part of publicly funded construction projects.
   The law sets minimum compensation for more than 200 
occupations that must be paid to workers on multi-trade, 
publicly funded construction and improvement projects.
   The study found that the state uses methodology to calcu-
late wages that often highly overestimates wage and benefit 
packages that must be paid on public projects. If prevailing 
wages had reflected true average wages and benefits for pub-
lic projects in the state in 2014, state and local governments 
– and taxpayers – could have saved as much as $299.5 mil-
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“The elimination of
prevailing wage has the
potential to be another

tool that our school district 
can use to limit construction 

or maintenance 
repair costs.”

Elmbrook School Superintendent Mark Hansen stands in 
the boiler room at Swanson Elementary School in Brook-
field, where HVAC work will begin this summer.

Nyhuis
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lion, according to the Taxpayers Alliance report.

Poorer counties hit harder
   Low-wage, low-income counties, particularly those in 
northern Wisconsin, bear a heavier fiscal burden as a result 
of the way the state calculates the wages, the study found.
   One of the major flaws in the law is the way the state 
determines the wages based on non-mandatory surveys it 
sends to contractors yearly. 
Only about 10% of the sur-
veys are returned. Of those, 
87% of the hours reported 
are covered under union 
contracts. But only approxi-
mately 25% of the industry is 
unionized in Wisconsin. 
   That method of calculating 
wages tends to raise prevail-
ing wage rates above market 
rates, the Taxpayers Alliance 
study concluded.
   In poorer counties, actual 
wages are lower than those in 
more populated counties, yet 
the state’s “prevailing wages” 
often vary little from county 
to county, according to the study.
   The bottom line is that prevailing wages are often 20% to 
40% above the rate of market average wages.
   Residents of Wisconsin’s income-poor counties end up 
devoting a greater share of their incomes to public projects 
than residents of more prosperous counties, the study 
concluded.
   Yet even large, wealthy school districts are feeling the 
pinch of the law.

Affluent districts not immune
   The Elmbrook School District, which serves the affluent 
communities of Brookfield and Elm Grove in Waukesha 
County, is contemplating about $13 million worth of 
heating and ventilating projects over the next three years, 
according to District Superintendent Mark Hansen.
   About 7,000 students are enrolled in Elmbrook 
Schools, which has a current annual budget of about 
$100 million.

   The HVAC work will start in one of the district’s elemen-
tary schools this summer, and estimates reveal that if the 
work was not subject to the state’s prevailing wage law, the 
district could save 7% to 9% in labor costs, says Hansen. 
That would result in about $300,000 savings to taxpayers 
in the district.
   “We believe the elimination of prevailing wage has the 
potential to be another tool that our school district can 

use to limit construction or 
maintenance repair costs, ul-
timately supporting our effort 
to spend 75% or more of our 
district budget on teaching 
and learning expenses that 
have a direct impact on stu-
dent learning,” Hansen says.

Florence school  
district’s dilemma
   Florence County Schools 
have an unusual conundrum, 
according to that district’s su-
perintendent, Ben Niehaus.
   The district receives mini-
mal state school aid because 
of its high property value 

stemming from the multitude of second vacation homes in 
the county and the federally aided federal forestland, which 
covers about 27% of the county land mass, Niehaus notes.
   “We’re minimally aided even though we’re the most 
income-poor in the state,” Niehaus says.
   The district, whose enrollment is relatively small at 
about 400, is the 10th-largest school district in the state 
geographically. It covers the entire 488 square miles of 
Florence County. The district is in the beginning stages 
of exploring renovations for Florence High School. The 
district’s current annual budget is about $7 million.
   “We’re going to be going into a project where prevailing 
wage could be adversely affecting the cost of our project 
and what the taxpayers are going to fund,” Niehaus says. 
“My issue as administrator of Florence County Schools is 
that 80 percent of our funds come from the local (property 
tax) levy already. We’re aided negatively at the secondary 
and tertiary levels.
   “Our state aid decreases 15 percent like clockwork each 

Florence High School, built in four parts starting in 1930 and 
ending in the 1990s, is in need of renovations.
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year. So if your revenue cap (for capital project costs) 
stays the same, it forces the board of education to levy 
more property taxes. It’s just the nature of it.”   
   Niehaus says the high school is in sore need of renova-
tion. It’s a structure that was built in four parts starting in 
1930 and ending in the late 1990s.
   “We look at it this way. Say the community makes a 
decision to say, OK this is what we want to do, and the 
cost of that project is $3 million,” he hypothesizes. “Well, 
prevailing wage is going to keep the cost of the project 
up.
   “If prevailing wage wasn’t there, would the cost of that 
$3 million project maybe be only $2.75 million or $2.8 
million?” The renovations in the Florence district will be 
done but at a higher cost to taxpayers.
   Niehaus believes the law should not apply to public 
school systems. “There’s no doubt about it that it’s 
adversely affecting the taxpayer that is already funding 80 
percent of our school system,” Niehaus says. 
   “We want to make sure we are being good stewards 
of taxpayer dollars, and we want a well-built facility that 
uses local contractors that save the taxpayers money.”

Public construction costs inflated
 The public is also a concern of Brillion School Board 

Vice President Steve Klessig in Calumet County. In his 
28 years on the board, Klessig has seen the price tag of 
projects inflated by 10% to 15% over what they’d cost 
without the prevailing wage law.
   “That always puzzled me – why lawmakers always 
seem to be struggling for money, but yet they’re willing 
to support a system that inflates the cost of public con-
struction, whether it’s roadways, city halls or schools,” 
says Klessig, an architect.
   The pay under these jobs just doesn’t reflect real-
world wages, he says. “Some of these wages, if paid on 
an annual basis, could be $100,000. And so are we 
really trying to say that some of these construction jobs 
are worth $100,000 a year?”
   Many good companies don’t open the door to such 
jobs, Klessig notes. “Most companies that I have talked 
to will not even bid a prevailing wage project because 
of the paperwork needed just to bid a project. You just 
don’t have the time it takes to make all these filings,” he 
says. “Why put up with that?”
   The result, he says: “The public only gets a limited 
number of people bidding on these jobs.”

Betsy Thatcher is a freelance writer in Germantown and a former Milwaukee 
Journal Sentinel reporter.

Florence County 
School Superinten-
dent Ben Niehaus 
believes the prevail-
ing wage law should 
not apply to public 
school districts. “We 
want to make sure 
we are being good 
stewards of tax-
payer dollars, and 
we want a well-built 
faciiity that uses lo-
cal contractors that 
save the taxpayers 
money,” he says.
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