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THE COSTS OF RURAL DEVELOPMENT: WHO PAYS AND WHO BENEFITS?

THE DUNN_AND FITCHBURG EXPERIENCE

INTRODUCTION

When driving through rural Dane County it is easy to notice the in-
creasing number of homes scattered about the countryside. Some are built on
individual lots, nestled in a woods or carved out of the corner of a field.
Others belong to subdivisions of up to 100 or more homes.

People are moving to the country for a variety of reasons: the rural
atmosphere, larger lots, lower taxes and smaller school systems. So many
people are now attracted to the country, in fact, that a growing proportion
of Dane County's new houses are being built in unincorporated areas. In 1964,
15.4 percent of the county's housing was in unincorporated areas. By 1975,
the percentage had risen to about 20 percent. In that year 44 percent of all
new building lots created in Dane County were in unincorporated areas.

Town officials and citizens living on the fringes of Madison and other
expanding communities in the county are asking serious questions about what
the growing popularity of country living means to them and their town:

1. What will be the long-term effect on public service levels and
tax rates if people continue to build?

2. What does each new housing development cost the tocwn? How are
these costs distributed among local residents?

3. How does an influx of new people affect the town's character,
local traditions and the existing community fabric?

The answers to these questions will vary from one area to another. But
by looking at specific examples, we can understand in a general way what happens
when a community expands.

This report is based on an examination of chanaes in local services and
governmental activities in the Town of Fitchburg during the past eight years.
It illustrates what happens in the long run as development proceeds. The Town
of Fitchburg was chosen for study because it has grown faster and has a larger
population than other towns in the county, due to its proximity to the City
of Madison. Its northern boundary is closer to central Madison than the eastern
and western edges of the city. Fitchburg has been involved in planning since
1972, It recently passed a set of ordinances that represent the strongest
land use controls implemented in rural Dane County.

We also discuss how farming is affected by increases in property assessments
and tax rates caused by development. Then, by studying Waubesa Heights, a rural
subdivision located in the Town of Dunn, we look at how the addition of a 64-
home subdivision to the town would affect local school and service costs. We also
describe how these costs would change local tax rates. We chose Waubesa Heights
because it was typical of many rural subdivisions in Dane County. Finally, we
describe some of the problems that arise when housing is located in rural areas and
how development causes the character of a town to change.



STUDY HIGHLIGHTS

The Long-Term Effects of Rural Residential Development

The effects of rural development tend to accumulate as more housing units
are built over a period of years. Eventually new services are needed to solve
problems caused by development or to meet the demands of new residents accustomed
to an urban level of living. The Town of Fitchburg was used in this part of the
study to show how increases in services and governmental activities come on the
heels of new development. In 1968, when the town had a population of 3,999,
the town employed nine full-time workers. Since then the population of Fitchburg
has grown to 10,053, (1976 figure) and the town has added 17 full-time and 5 part-
time employees for a total staff of 31.

Another long-term effect of rural residential development is the decline in
in family farms resulting from: 1) the gradual increases in farmland value to
reflect the area's potential value for homesites, and 2) higher tax rates to pay
the costs of additional services for new residents. Although all Dane County
farmers receive the same amount for their crops and livestock, those farmers
Tiving in towns with significant amounts of rural residential development have
to pay two to three times as much in property taxes for the same kind of farm,
This places a significant disadvantage on them in terms of net income.

The Effects of a New Subdivision on Local Taxes

We studied the tax effects of rural development by measuring the difference
between taxes actually paid by Town of Dunn residents in 1976 and taxes that would
have been paid if an additional subdivision similar to Waubesa Heights had been
built in 1974. Property taxes are levied on town property by local school dis-
tricts, the county, the town, (in most cases), the vocational education district,
the state, and special-purpose districts such as sanitary districts, if there
are any. The total tax bill to property owners is greatly affected by the
contributions the state makes to some of the tax categories.

The results of this analysis showed that a new 64-home subdivision changes
total property taxes very little. First, the total property tax rate would drop
by 3 cents per $1,000 full value. But state shared taxes and tax credits would
have reduced this amount to 2.16 cents per $1,000 full value. If the subdivision
had been built, property taxes on a home valued at $40,000 would decrease by only
86 cents. Had we made different assumptions about local school costs, taxes
might have increased. Because of current property tax laws, the addition of a
single subdivision to a town has almost no effect on the local fiscal balance.

The Effects Of An Influx of New People On A Town's Character

As development proceeds in a town, its character begins to change. Conflicts
arise between homeowners and farmers. Newcomers often define their interests in
terms of the urban areas where they used to live and where they probably still
work. Most newcomers know little or nothing about town government or the names of
town officials. In a 1976 survey of Waubesa Heights residents, more than 70 per-
cent of the respondents could not give the name of even one town board member.
More than two-thirds said they had never done anything to make their views of
local affairs known to local officials or other citizens. )



QUESTIOR 1:

WHAT WILL BE THE LONG-TERM EFFECT ON PUBLIC SERVICE
LEVELS AND TAX RATES IF PEOPLE CONTINUE TO BUILD?

If one were to analyze the effects of each new rural subdivision one at a
time, it would be easy to conclude that little change was taking place in the
community. However, when taking a long range view, we find threshold effects
that arise when towns reach certain levels of development.

As a town expands, for example, and town officials receive more and more
complaints about vandalism, trespassing and speeding, they will eventually de-
cide that a municipal-type police department is necessary. And soon afterward,
the town might want its own fire department. Such service additions are not
brought about because one subdivision is added, but are caused by repeated new
developments over a period of years.

When new services are added, the town tax rate usually increases. Long-
established residents of the town are not the ones who ask for the new services.
The services are usually requested by new residents accustomed to urban condi-
tions, or are added because town officials feel they must respond in some way
to continuing new problems. For whatever reason, most new services are paid by
everyone. Some new service costs, such as special assessments for public
sewage service, are only paid for by those who directly benefit.

The Town of Fitchburg Experience

The Town of Fitchburg, situated directly south of Madison and west of the
Town of Dunn, had a population in 1968 of 3,999. This is close to the Town of
Dunn's current population of 4,145. In the last eight years, the Town of Fitch-
burg's population has grown to 10,053. We will examine how local services and
governmental administrative activities increased in the Town of Fitchburg during
that period of growth. This will provide insight into how the Town of Dunn's
services and activities might change if it were to expand at the same rate in
the future.

It should be noted that most new housing units in the Town of Fitchburg
are apartments. Information available from 1968 to 1973 shows that 2,704
(86.9 percent) of the 3,112 housing units built in that period were apartments.
If all these units had been single family residences, road costs would have been
twice as much as they were. Other public service costs are only slightly dependent
on the type and placement of housing units constructed. ‘

The list on the next page shows what governmental services and activities
have been added in the Town of Fitchburg in the past eight years.

A Look At The Town of Fitchburg's Services

The following information should help explain some of the costs associated
with the services added in the Town of Fitchburg during the past eight years:

Streets and Roads -- Although the town's population has more than doubled
since 1970, no new personnel have been added to the road crew since then., First
of all, total road mileage increased hy only five miles because most new housing
units constructed have been apartments, and cul-de-sacs have been used to serve
many individual homes.




TOWN OF FITCHBURG
GROWTH IN PERSONMEL AND SERVICLS SINCE 1968

SERVICE, ACTIVITY,

YEAR POPULATION PERSONNEL ADDED
1968 3,999 Full-time assistant water superintendent added
1969 4,351 Trash collection began

(estimate) One worker added to road crew

Volunteer Fire Department created in conjunction with
the Towns of Madison, Verona and Oregon

1970 4,704 Town Assessor became full-time position
Two workers added to road crew

1971 5,911 Two full-time police officers hired
(estimate) Town formed its own Volunteer Fire Dept.
1972 7,119 Three additional police officers hired

One part-time clerical position added

1973 7,587 Town board increased from three to five members
(estimate)
1974 8,055 One police records clerk added

One full-time clerical position added

1975 8,456 One police records clerk added
One animal control officer added
One police dispatcher added
One police officer added

1976 10,053 One police officer added
Three police dispatchers hired
One full-time parks coordinator added
Full-time Town Engineer position is being advertised













































