
A WPRI SPECIAL REPORT: THE PREVAILING WAGE LAW

The City of Hartford’s outdoor pool at Vet-
erans Park is in its 57th – and last – year.
   In April 2014, voters overwhelmingly 

approved spending millions of dollars to replace 
the pool with a new aquatics center. The pro-
jected price tag is $8.6 million, and engineering 
estimates say $400,000 of that cost will be due 
to Wisconsin’s prevailing wage law.

Without 
prevailing wage law, 

money could be spent 
on other needs

By Greg Pearson

The savings 
that local taxpayers 
could see
Veterans Park pool in Hartford
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   “That’s a lot of money for a 
community of 14,300 souls,” 
Hartford Common Council 
President Tim Michalak says 
of the $400,000 in prevailing 
wage costs. “We could replace 
all the vehicles our Police 
Department uses and still have 
money left over.”
   Because of this, Michalak 
and other Hartford officials are 
keeping a close watch as the 
Legislature debates the future 
of the prevailing wage law, en-
acted in 1931 to govern wages 
paid on many public construc-
tion projects. 
   With bidding on the aquatics 
center to begin soon, “prevail-
ing wage for us in Hartford has 
an urgency that it may not have 
for others,” Michalak says.
   Opponents see the prevailing 
wage law as outdated, cumber-
some to administer and expensive for taxpayers.
   Michalak says the law probably made sense during the 
Great Depression’s economic downturn. “It was so hard 
to hang on to a livable wage. Back then, people were hop-
ing to be able to put food on the table. With the wages 
you’re talking about now, it’s, ‘How big of a boat can I 
buy?’ ”

$400,000 in savings    
   Hartford residents last year voted, by a 4-to-1 margin, to 
spend $5 million on the aquatics center. The current pool 
– one of the few outdoor 50-meter pools in Wisconsin – 
had a life expectancy of 40 years. Trying to repair it is no 
longer financially sensible, Michalak says.
   A fundraising campaign is aiming to generate more than 
$2 million for the aquatics center, which should open in 
July 2016 and will be built to serve the entire community. 
It will have zero-depth entry for toddlers and a lazy river 
that older residents can use for aquatics therapy.
   “The idea is to let people have a stay-cation,” Michalak 
says. “This is a blue-collar city.”

     
   The fact that his community could save $400,000 
without the prevailing wage law is a key reason Michalak 
supports repealing the law. “Those savings are big to us,” 
he says. Without that added $400,000, the city would 
have to borrow less to finance the project, he says.

State’s methodology questioned
   A recent study by the nonpartisan Wisconsin Taxpay-
ers Alliance says the state’s methodology for calculating 
prevailing wages is flawed because the state averages only 
the highest wages. The study also points to a low percent-
age of contractors responding to the wage survey, which 
further skews the numbers.
   “This response bias inflates both wages and benefits 
above true market averages,” the study notes.
   John Dipko, communications director for the state 
Department of Workforce Development, says the agency 
bases its calculations on what the prevailing wage law dic-
tates. “The law is very prescriptive about how the calcula-
tions are done. Our responsibilities are clearly spelled out 
in the statute,” he says.
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‘A huge difference in price’ 
   Like Michalak in Hartford, other municipal and school 
officials have become familiar with the effects of the pre-
vailing wage law.
   Tom Rufenacht has spent more than three decades as 
director of buildings and grounds/safety and security for 
the Monroe School District in south-central Wisconsin.
   He recently oversaw bidding for a roofing project at the 
district’s Parkside Elementary School. Because the project 
was small, he had contractors submit bids with and with-
out prevailing wage calculations. (The prevailing wage 
law’s threshold for single-trade projects is $48,000 or 
more. The threshold for multi-trade projects is $100,000 
or more.)
   The low bidder for the roofing project submitted esti-
mates of $72,430 without prevailing wage and $87,680 
with it, or 21% higher.
   “Not a huge job, but a huge difference in price,” says 
Rufenacht, adding his view on prevailing wage: “Obvious-
ly, it makes the building projects cost more, which means 
less money for other projects, which means those projects 
don’t get done.”

Private project affected  
   Even projects that aren’t publicly 
funded have become entangled with 
the prevailing wage law.
   Steve Mode learned about the law 
during a fundraising effort to build a 
warming hut/shelter next to Haum-
erson’s Pond in Fort Atkinson. 
   The pond was “the center of 
winter life in Fort Atkinson for many 
years,” he says, recalling the pond’s 
frequent use by ice skaters. Mode, 
who is spearheading the effort to build the shelter, wants 
to revive that tradition. 
   The volunteer effort has raised $300,000 to construct 
the timber-frame structure. While no public money is be-
ing used on the project and some of the contractor work 
is being donated, the prevailing wage law likely will apply 

because the completed structure will be given to the city, 
Mode was told by a city official. 
   Mode and his group, the Friends of Haumerson’s Pond, 
are proceeding as if prevailing wage will be a factor when 
construction starts later this spring. He wants to ensure 
they don’t get involved in a bureaucratic fight that could 
halt work.
   “I just want to make sawdust fly,” he says.
   However, the prevailing wage law already has had an 
impact on the project. Some contractors who were donat-
ing at least some of their services have pulled out of the 
project because they don’t want to deal with the adminis-
trative details required by the wage law.
   And, as Mode notes, “What is the prevailing wage for a 
timber-frame carpenter?”
   He adds, “It’s been a real learning curve, I can tell you 
that. I’m sure it has added cost to the project, but it’s 
kind of the world we live in.”
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This rendering shows the warming house/trail head building 
that will be built at Haumerson’s Pond in Fort Atkinson. The 
revitalization of the park is being done by local volunteers 
without public funding. Capitol improvements will be funded 
through monetary donations and donations of time and la-
bor, but long-term maintenance of the park will be managed 
by the City Parks Department.

Steve Mode

Even projects that aren’t publicly funded have become entangled with the prevailing wage law.


