
 

 

 
CITY OF RHINELANDER 

FINANCE, WAGE, AND SALARY COMMITTEE MEETING 
WEDNESDAY, JULY 28, 2010 – 5:30 pm 

CITY HALL MEETING ROOM 
 
 
 

I. Call to Order and Roll Call 
II.  

Members present:  Pelletier, Belliveau, Young, Gleason and Salzer 
Members Absent:  None. 
Others Present: Sean Lentz, William Bell, Joe Andersen, Randy Knuth, Gunder Paulsen, John Zatopa, 
Mary Richardson, Mike Steffes, Terry Williams, Julie Ostrander, Lisa Kuczmarski and Mayor Johns. 
Ald. Freudenberg arrived at  6:05 pm  

 
III. Unfinished Business: None. 

 
IV. New Business: 
 

 
A. 5 Year Financial Planning Session w/ Sean Lentz of Ehlers & Associates 

 
Lentz stated big picture wise the City’s ability to use debt financing for projects is strong.  Tonight’s 
discussion will not address the utilities, their debt or project obligations.  He will instead focus on levy 
limits, 2010 golf course issues and preliminary projection analysis of the departmental budgets.  They will 
also discuss if there is room for levy increase or restrictions based on levy limits.   
 
Lentz reviewed the 2009 general fund balance.  He explained the balance has gone down due to the 
Council having previously authorized lending funds to enterprises that do not make money and need the 
loan to operate as well as the City having to use more of the general fund balance for increased 
expenses.  He stated when a general fund goes down it is very hard to get it back up.  He explained to 
the committee that a low general fund balance yields negative future bond ratings and this will result in 
increased borrowing costs for future projects. 
 
Lentz stated the Council will have to decide how low the general fund balance should get.  Mayor Johns 
asked how the general fund’s balance gets reported to the bonding agencies.  Lentz stated there are 
certain protocols to report it.  Discussion ensued on undesignated funds/non-lapsing accounts and 
committing these monies to be tagged as undesignated to allow them to be counted as general fund 
monies. 
 
Lentz outlined the debt issues of the golf course and how they changed from 2008 to 2009. He described 
the list of capital expenses required for the operation of the golf course and stated the amount has to 
factor into the equation when calculating the golf course’s overall financial picture. 
 
Lentz stated the driving force of the City’s 2011 balanced budget will come from its operations and how 
to redirect monies to accommodate a balanced budget for next year.  Pelletier asked whether the 
numbers they were looking at for 2010 were the budget numbers passed last year or actual to-date 
numbers.  Ostrander stated they were looking at the budget as it was passed last year. 
 
Lentz detailed levy limitations for the City of Rhinelander. He projected that next year’s limits will allow 
the City to raise an additional 3% as we have during the past few years. He will explain that the City will 
have the ability to raise the levy limits but reminded the committee that they will have to decide whether 
the Committee wants to actually do that.   
 
Lentz explained that by calculating projected numbers and assuming the City does not want to use any 
general fund monies, the City will face an 8.6% shortfall or approximately $400,000.  Lentz again stated 
that there are things the City can do to increase the levy limit.  
 



 

 

Lentz went on to explain that if the golf course debt balloon payment is refinanced it will become “post 
2005” debt and will no longer be part of the levy limit formula thereby freeing that amount up to allow for 
increased taxes within the levy limit. 
 
6:05 pm Freudenberg arrived. 
 
Lentz explained this further on page 9, by stating that the golf course will not be able to repay the general 
fund until after 2020.  Lentz stated this projected model yields the City being extremely close to the levy 
limit allowed. 
 
Mayor Johns asked if the new construction in the community will help with our levy capacity and Lentz 
stated that not really because Rhinelander’s growth rate is less than the State allowable levy limits 
anyway.  He explained that he did assume this and calculated it into his model.  Mayor Johns asked if 
tax exempt buildings are included in the City’s overall valuation and Lentz stated he did not believe so, 
but he will check on that. Mayor Johns asked if the decrease in the City’s value is being taken into 
account.  Lentz stated his model is using a .15% increase, which is basically a flat increase. 
 
Pelletier asked if this year’s levy might be better because there hopefully won’t be an error related to the 
manufacturing assessment at the Paper Mill again and because we closed our Wal Mart TIF, which 
should help the valuation numbers.  Lentz stated that he did not calculate the closure of TIF #4 because 
we really don’t know what the effect on valuation will be at this time.  Bell and Pelletier advised that the 
City should be conservative in calculating those numbers.  
 
Lentz stated the committee will need to decide if it wants to refinance and restructure the 2002 notes for 
the golf course, then based upon that decision, decide what it wants to do with the levy limit and if the 
City will raise taxes.  If they choose so, then it will need to be decided by how much.  The committee will 
also have to decide if it wants to cut departmental budgets. 
 
Belliveau asked what properties will be coming off the tax roll.  Bell reported that Goodwill Industries will 
be moving to the True Value Hardware site and the Job Center will become County property in 2011.  
Discussion as to whether the Job Center will still be in a TIF district.  Williams asked if the Goodwill store 
is included in the city tax roll now and Bell said yes because Goodwill is simply a tenant, not an owner.   
 
Bell asked the committee what they felt a plausible tax increase would be.  Mayor Johns stated the City 
will have to stay with the current levy limits or the amount it can go above based on the refinancing 
options.  Mayor Johns stated the recent utility increases already impact the same taxpayers.  He felt that  
adding an increase in taxes was not the perfect solution. 
 
Pelletier asked Lentz to explain the calculation and how much it includes budgeting for upcoming 
projects.  Lentz explained.  Bell added that the State is pushing municipalities to borrow for projects 
since they cannot raise levy limits to accommodate traditional savings or reserve funds practices. 
 
Discussion on what kind of projects to borrow for vs. pay for with budgeted monies.  An example of the 
difference was given by Lentz: Police radios (5 year life span) vs. street projects (25 year life span).  
Continued discussion on budget projections and future capital projects.  
 
Bell stated there was a 2-3% operating increase included in the proposed numbers.  Richardson asked 
what the 2010 city-wide borrowing would include.  Lentz stated primarily street projects and necessary 
city hall renovations, but also replacement bunker gear for the fire department, financial software, and a 
few other ancillary items.   Richardson asked if the City could look at a CDBG public facilities project as 
part of this.  Bell stated that he has looked into the potential for this as well.  Pelletier asked if Timber 
Drive was on the project list and Lentz said he believed it was, but he will check to make sure.  Paulsen 
asked if parks upgrades were included as well as taking care of the old waste water treatment plant site 
once it is vacated.  All were discussed.  Bell stated the new fishing park slated for the old wastewater 
treatment plant site was not added, but the numbers did include park shelter and capital upgrades.  
 
Bell reminded the committee that it needs to decide if they are going to undesignate the non-lapsing 
accounts and if those amounts will then be part of the general fund. Bell explained the pros and cons of 
doing this. Bell stated the committee will also need to decide if they want to raise taxes, and if so, by how 
much. 



 

 

 
Discussion continued on undesignated and designated funds and the pros and cons of each.  
Richardson asked if there are some non lapsing accounts that are more important than others and could 
be turned into general fund monies.  Bell stated they already streamlined the accounts last year when 
the City was looking at cuts for the 2010 budget.  Ostrander agreed and stated each department has 
important uses for its remaining non lapsing accounts.   
 
Salzer stated he is opposed to getting rid of all non-lapsing accounts, but felt they should be reviewed to 
make sure they are still viable.  Pelletier agreed stating having them is an incentive for the department 
heads to save for what they need rather than have their department’s savings turned into the general 
fund for city-wide use. 
 
Bell reiterated that borrowing from the general fund is a poor financial practice.  Mayor Johns stated it 
has always been done in the past, but things are tougher now.   
 
Young suggested the first line to draw in the sand is to choose not to borrow from the general fund every 
year to balance the budget.  Mayor Johns stated it was a great idea but not practical.  He did not believe 
it could be put into practice.  Bell stated that we only have just over three years left of general fund 
balance if it continues to be borrowed from at the rate it has been.  Pelletier stated we cannot keep 
borrowing from the general fund.  Mayor Johns stated it also hurts the City’s bond rating if we keep 
borrowing from the general fund and therefore it is not a good practice.   
 
Freudenberg asked how we are going to keep the golf course afloat if we don’t lend them money.  
Discussion ensued.  Freudenberg stated the committee will have to make unpopular and difficult 
decisions with this year’s budget. 
 
Lentz explained page 9 again in further detail.  He stated that refinancing the golf course debt should 
help it pay for itself, but it still would not be able to repay the general fund balance until at least the year 
2020.  
  
Pelletier asked Lentz if the City chose not to use their entire levy authority next year, would we lose our 
ability to increase it in upcoming years.  Lentz stated that it is no longer a use it or lose it decision.  
Mayor Johns stated that our community has approximately 40% low income residents and people on 
fixed incomes who cannot take any increase in taxes.  Pelletier stated it is not just low income or retired 
people on fixed incomes that didn’t get an increase in their income last year. He explained that he did not 
either and warned the committee that you must not make decisions for only one group of people.   
 
Paulsen asked Sean Lentz what he would recommend the City do in regards to these decisions.  Lentz 
advised looking at departmental budget cuts to find the answer. Lentz felt that if the City can save the 
money there, it may not have to raise taxes as much or at all.  He recommended all departments look 
closely at cutting their budgets. 
 
Bell stated the committee needs to decide by the next meeting 1)Do we stop borrowing from the general 
fund?  2) What tax increase is the committee comfortable with imposing on the taxpayers? and 3) Do we 
want to refinance the golf course debt to help eliminate its reliance on the general fund? 
 
Lentz strongly recommended the Committee stop borrowing from the general fund balance, that the City 
refinance the golf course debt and make department budget cuts that will bring things in line.  He stated 
he could not comment on raising taxes because that is a question only the elected officials can answer 
for their community. 
  
Freudenberg left the meeting at 7:05 pm. 
 
Richardson asked if the potential municipal court revenues are included in the numbers.  Bell stated they 
were not and neither are any of his proposed operational or staffing reductions.   
 
Pelletier stated that a special finance meeting should be held to further discuss these numbers and to get 
into more detailed discussion on the questions that need to be answered by the committee. 

 
V. Matters of Emergency/Informational Nature – Nothing to report. 



 

 

   
VI. Future Agenda Requests and Meeting Date  
 

The next regular Finance meeting will be held on August 2, 2010 at 5:00pm.  Special Finance meeting set for 
Tuesday, August 10th at 5:00 pm to continue budget discussions.   

 
VII. Adjournment  

  
BELLIVEAU/YOUNG TO ADJOURN THE JULY 28, 2010 SPECIAL FINANCE MEETING AT 7:11 PM.  
ALL AYE, 0 NAY; MOTION CARRIED. 

  
 
______________________________   ____________________________________ 
APPROVED BY     RECEIVED BY 
 
llk  


