COMMON COUNCIL WORKSHOP REGARDING
STREET LIGHT UTILITY

AGENDA

June 25, 2019, 5:00 p.m.
Training Room, City Hall, 222 Lewis Street, River Falls, WI 54022
1. Call to Order – 5:00 p.m.
2. Discussion of the Street Light Utility
3. Workshop Adjournment
Posted (City Hall, Library, PSB): 6/11/19
Published: 6/20/19

MEMORANDUM
TO:

Mayor Toland and City Council

FROM:

Reid Wronski, City Engineer

DATE:

June 25, 2019

TITLE:

Street Lighting Utility Workshop

I have gathered information prepared in 2010 when a Street Lighting Utility was
considered by City Council. At that time, staff put considerable effort into evaluating
various methods and rate structure and how the use of each would allocate costs for
street lighting in the City. Fundamentally, the detailed analysis and work done is 2010
is valid and representative for reconsidering this matter in 2019.
The rate structure proposed in 2010 was projected to collect $215,000 annually and
properties have been added since them. Last year's street lighting utility bill for the
City was roughly $220,000.
The proposed ordinance itself does not create a rate structure. If the Municipal Street
Light Cost Recovery System Ordinance were to be adopted, staff would update its
analysis and recommendation for fees which would need to be adopted by the City
Council through a resolution. Staff would anticipate implementing the fee in a
graduated manner over a few years before reaching 100 percent of the ultimate
recommended fee.
Street lights are a valuable tool to keep our community safe. Street lights help ensure
traffic and pedestrian safety. Anyone who drives or walks in our community after dark
benefits from streetlights. Street lights can improve the desirability of commercial areas
for shoppers and patrons. Street lights may also reduce crime—a benefit to the
community. One hundred percent of the street lighting costs was budgeted for and
paid through general property taxes.

Memorandum to Mayor and City Council
June 25, 2019
Page 2

In anticipation of the City Council's 2010 consideration of a street light utility, a
process of public information included:
• Budget workshops, budget deliberations and public hearings.
• City Council meeting discussions
• Meetings of the City Administrator with a sample of non-residential property
owners
• Information in the City-wide newsletter
• Information in utility bill stuffers
Deliberations of the City Council from 2010 are summarized below in meeting minutes.
City Council Minutes (7/13/2010) - First Reading and Presentation
Simpson gave a presentation. Revenues would be dedicated to lighting costs. All entities would pay the
fee which would be included on the monthly utility bill. General street lighting for the City is about
$200,000 per year which includes the electricity plus the maintenance and initial cost of the light. This
amount does not include lights in specific locations such as parks and parking lots. There are about 1200
street lights within the City which are maintained by the utility. Currently, the lights are paid for by
general property taxes which are paid to the utility.
Simpson said there was a question why lighting costs cannot be absorbed by the general electrical rates
and spread across all customers. He said the Public Service Commission does not allow it. He went onto
to explain the rate system.
Simpson talked about the City’s outreach regarding the fee and about how the rate structure was
determined. He said there were several options considered including rates per lot and/or acre and rate per
lot and/or acre based upon the number of lights. Simpson reviewed the rates in connection with each
method. He talked about the differences between property taxes and fees and reviewed the final rates.
Nordgren asked if a $1.50 would be charged for each unit of a multi-unit facility. Simpson said yes, it
would be added to the tenant’s bill for the landlord.
Simpson discussed the difference between taxes and fees. He said taxes are easier to administer and
collect. Fees are segregated and are easier to keep an eye on and maintain. If the City would move to a
fee system, the fees would be paid by 52 percent of residential property owners versus 83 percent based
upon a tax system. Simpson said it was a policy decision for Council. He thought the proposal was fair
and equitable.
The Mayor asked why the fee proposal wasn’t popular in Wisconsin. Simpson said each community was
different. He said there were administrative costs and political ramifications to consider.
Hughes asked if residents would pay the same fee if they have one to two lights versus ten lights.
Simpson said
yes. He said that everyone benefits by streetlights.
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Kusilek asked about the lights on the trails around Lake George. Simpson said those lights are on the
park budget.
Simpson said staff recommended the rates for this fee remain the same for three years. In 24 months,
staff can provide feedback for Council. He recommends the second reading be at the first meeting in
August.
Morrissette asked about housing growth in the projections. Simpson said no growth was considered additional fee growth would cover additional lights.
City Council Minutes (8/10/2010) - Second Reading and Disposition
Mayor Richards recessed Council at 6:35 p.m. and went into a public hearing.
Mike Moody, from Moody’s Corner – came to make three points. He felt the comparison between
Freeman’s and Shopko lighting situations weren’t valid. He said there was no process for variances. He
talked about the lights the City uses which are on their property. Lastly, he talked about the storm water
fees. He said Moody’s cannot absorb another fee.
Peter Stern, Faith Evangelical Lutheran Church – talked about the benefits provided to the City by the
church such as open green space, storm water retention, providing a preschool and serving as a Red Cross
shelter. He asked the Council to vote no. He talked about the cost to the church over ten years, and he
felt it was an exorbitant cost for three street lights not on their property.
David Wittig, Faith Evangelical Lutheran Church – talked about the school district and university having
to pay the fees which would be passed onto taxpayers. He felt the City should decrease some other
expenses without having to make non-profits pay or look at the rate structures.
Jon Schmenk, Faith Evangelical Lutheran Church – is looking at the fee as a citizen. He asked the
Council to take another look at the fees. He feels he is getting hit hard by the fee.
Pauly Cudd, 223 N. 4th Street – representing himself and his family. He felt this was another unjust fee,
and it wasn’t fair. He talked about the storm water fee which he felt wasn’t fair. He asked the Council
not to enact the fee at this point.
Rev. Clayton Welch, Faith Evangelical Church – is opposed to the fee. He mentioned that non-profits do
provide community services and they are funded by people’s offerings. He felt this was technically a tax
because people could not opt out. Welch didn’t feel there was much community support for the fee. He
talked about street lights being a public safety issue. He thanked the Council for letting him speak.
At 6:50 p.m. with no one wishing to speak for or against this issue, Council reconvened into Open
Session for disposition.
Simpson said there was a feedback process. He said there was an issue regarding planned unit
developments. He said staff proposed an amendment to lump PUDs into a multi-family category which
would reduce the fee to $1.50 per month. He said there is an appeal process for anyone concerned about
the fairness of their fee, and he feels there will be people filing appeals.
The Mayor asked Simpson to review other options if the fee is not passed.
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There was a question by Caflisch and Nordgren about if the Mayor reconvened into Open Session.
The Mayor had reconvened into Open Session. The Mayor asked for a motion so discussion could
continue.
MS Caflisch/Cronk move to approve ordinance for the purposes of discussion.
Simpson said the intention was to reduce overall expenditures. He said the 2010 budget has been
reduced to less than the 2009 budget and the City is down 10 FTEs. He said other options include raising
taxes, raising fees or any other combination to pay for the City services.
The Mayor asked if Simpson had received any objection from homeowners. Simpson said yes, the staff
has received both positive and negative comments. Some people feel it is a ‘benefit fee’ rather than a
‘user fee’ and tax deductibility often comes up. He said most people feel the lights are a benefit to them.
Simpson said he met with several of the larger property owners. He said the views were mixed.
The Mayor asked if the difference in fee amounts for Freeman’s and Shopko is based on acreage.
Simpson said yes, it is based almost entirely upon acreage. He explained the fee in more detail and
explained that street lights are expensive. The general street lights for the City cost about $215,000 per
year.
Caflisch said tonight’s comments indicated to him that people would prefer that taxes be increased rather
than pay a fee, but he also noted that over half of the people who spoke were from non-profit
organizations. He said that over the past six years, the taxes for the City have increased unless than three
cents per thousand assessed value per year. The median City tax is $910. Caflisch said that in 2001,
taxes were $7.51 per thousand, and in 2010, taxes are $5.06. He said everyone has worked hard to keep
taxes down but something will have to be done. It is important that people understand the City only
receives a small portion of the total tax bill.
Cronk is sympathetic to everyone who has spoken tonight but currently only 55 percent of the people are
paying for 100 percent of street lights. He didn’t think that was fair. There are inequities no matter
which way you look at it. He said it is a difficult decision to make on how to distribute the fee. Cronk
said decisions like this are not taken lightly by any Council members.
Hughes had a couple of questions he received by email. He asked if the fee would increase the amount it
costs to distribute the money and pay for the streetlights. Simpson said no, this is a cost recovery fee.
Hughes asked if property owners pay the fee for renters. Simpson said the fee is first billed to the
identified tenant and ultimate the property owner is responsible if not paid. He said most lease agreement
make arrangements for fees.
Nordgren was not totally comfortable with the structure and the fee. Currently, single family residences
carry 70 percent of the cost if it is tax and only 30 percent if it is a fee and quasi-public are not paying
anything. He would like to have a workshop.
MSC Nordgren/Hughes move to table ordinance. Unanimous.
City Council Minutes (10/12/2010) - Removed from Table
MSC Cronk/Nordgren move to remove ordinance from the table. Unanimous.

Memorandum to Mayor and City Council
June 25, 2019
Page 5

Nordgren has agonized over this issue. He said if looked at as a single issue, it is a no brainer. Everyone
he has talked to understands taxes will go up to pay for services. Nordgren talked about fees versus taxes
and having other entities paying for those services. He also talked about the State imposing fees on the
taxpayers. Nordgren said he would have to come down on the side against the fee.
Hughes said when he ran for office, he would not raise taxes. Hughes said he would also be voting
against the fee. Cronk said that if the money doesn’t come from fees, it will need to come from taxes. He
talked about the school district involving payers outside of the City but within the district. Cronk talked
about the number of businesses in town versus the number of small number of complaints about the
ordinance. He talked about the small amount of taxes that could be deducted for taxpayers. Cronk will
vote in favor of the fee.
Morrissette has been struggling with the ordinance. He said that 51 percent of the property owners
paying for 100 percent of the services doesn’t sit well with him. He said the larger stakeholders are on
board with the ordinance but it will affect the smaller business owners. Morrissette said the lights need to
be paid for and the ordinance seems to be a good way to do it. He is leaning toward voting yes.
Kusilek said he is having the same problem and doesn’t like the idea of raising taxes across the board, but
he will vote in favor of the ordinance.
Nordgren said if the hospital, schools, etc. pay for the fee, it will be passed onto other users outside of the
City. He said that he cannot buy into that. He said that many of the people prefer taxes being raised.
Caflisch said it seemed like everyone was struggling with this issue except for Mr. Hughes. He said he
has never had such a hard time making up his mind about an issue. He said right now he is not in favor
of the street light ordinance.
Pauly Cudd, representing his family and property, asked about his fee. He said the council needs to
protect the small property owners. He thought his fee was $200 a month but he didn’t know what
changed in the workshop. Cudd asked City Administrator Simpson if he had those figures.
Simpson said he didn’t have the exact figures. He said at the workshop, Council directed staff to use a
different formula which reduced commercial rates 5-7 percent on the whole. Simpson said in Cudd’s
case, there would be credit analysis because of open space but thought it would be less than $100 per
month. Cudd asked what he currently paid. Simpson said Econofoods is paying about $90 per month.
He said it would have the largest impact on the largest commercial properties. Simpson said smaller
businesses would be paying slightly less than residential properties. He said that if you have a small
piece of property, you will probably pay the same or less under a tax system; if you have a larger piece of
property, you will pay more under the fee system.
Cudd asked Council not to take their decision lightly because it impacts people with commercial
properties.
MS Cronk/Nordgren move to approve ordinance. Simpson said to pass the ordinance, four votes are
needed and there is not a tie break procedure. Caflisch requested a roll call vote. The roll call vote
ended in tie with Morrissette, Kusilek and Cronk voting in favor and Caflisch, Hughes and
Nordgren voting against the ordinance. The ordinance failed in a tie vote.
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CONCLUSION
Street light fees can be structured in an equitable manner that more closely reflects the
relationship between costs of lighting and the properties benefitting. Under the
current system, a large percentage of properties do not contribute toward the costs,
and those properties that do are treated the same regardless of relative benefit.
Funding street lighting by property taxes is inequitable because:
•

Tax exempt properties also benefit from lighting

•

Assessed value of a parcel, which determines its property tax, is not
proportional to the parcel’s relative benefit from street lighting

The proposed transfer of street lighting costs to a fee from the general property tax
represents an opportunity to more equitably account for the costs of general street
lighting in the community. Like the stormwater fee, an appeals process is anticipated to
allow individual property owners to appeal the “average rates” used for their property.

ORDINANCE NO. 2010-12

AN ORDINANCE CREATING CHAPTER 13.26 OF THE
MUNICIPAL CODE OF THE CITY OF RIVER FALLS

THE COMMON COUNCIL OF THE CITY OF RIVER FALLS DOES HEREBY
ORDAIN AS FOLLOWS:
SECTION ONE: That Chapter 13.26 be adopted to read:

CHAPTER 13.26
MUNICIPAL STREET LIGHT COST RECOVERY SYSTEM

13.26.01. FINDINGS AND NECESSITY.
The City of River falls finds that the provision of street lighting affects the health, safety and
welfare of the City, its citizens and businesses. The Common Council has determined that it is
fair, appropriate and reasonable that the costs of such operation and maintenance be paid by all
of the property in the City so benefited and the cost shall be charged to and collected from all
such benefited property, except for exempt parcels as defined in section 13.26.04(e). A charge
upon all benefitted parcels in the City shall be established for all parcels used for single-family
residential, multi-family residential, commercial, office/service/churches, industrial,
public/quasi-public and golf course purposes. This ordinance is enacted under the authority of
Chapters 62 and 66 of the Wisconsin Statutes, and more specifically, §§62.04, 62.11, 66.0621,
66.0628, 66.0809 ,66.0811, Wis. Stats.

13.26.02 ESTABLISHMENT.
There is hereby established a City of River Falls Street Light Cost Recovery System. The
operation of the Street Light Cost Recovery System shall be under the supervision of the
Common Council. The Street Light Cost Recovery System shall be operated under the
supervision of the Director.

13.26.03 DEFINITIONS.
For the purpose of this Ordinance, the following definitions shall apply: In addition, words used
in the singular shall include the plural, and the plural, the singular; words used in the present
tense shall include the future tense; the word "shall" is mandatory and not discretionary; the
word "may" is permissive. Words not defined herein shall be construed to have the meaning
given by common and ordinary use as defined in the latest edition of Webster's Dictionary.
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Director.
"Director" means the City Engineer or such other designee as is
determined by the City Administrator.
Single Family Residential. A place of habitation occupied by a single-family or a
combination of persons considered to be the equivalent of a single-family for the purposes of this
chapter as defined in Section.17.20.020. This shall include structures containing one or two
individually owed housing units, including single family homes and twin homes, townhouses and
condominiums.
Multi-Family Residential. Residential properties containing two or more housing units
per individually owned parcel including duplexes, triplexes, apartment buildings, trailer courts,
and fraternity houses(excluding townhouses and condominiums). Also, residential properties
that are part of a single structure containing three or more individually owned townhome or
condominium unitsWithout limitation apartment buildings, trailer courts, duplexes, and fraternity
houses are multi-family residential properties for purposes of this ordinance.
Commercial. Properties approved and designed for retail or wholesale trade.
Without limitation, hotels, restaurants, gas/service stations are commercial properties for
purposes of this ordinance.
Industrial. Properties used for industrial or manufacturing purposes. Without
limitation, factory-office property, warehouses, manufacturing buildings, industrial parks and
research and development parks are industrial properties for purposes of this ordinance.
Public/Quasi-Public. Facilities and premises not owned by the City whose use and
operation are essentially public, although they may be supported or owned by private
corporations, such as post office, schools, Boy Scout property and armory.
Office/Service/Churches. Properties from which administrative and clerical services,
consultation and medical services, such as medical and dental facilities, law firms,
engineering/architectural firms, and similar type services are provided, including funeral homes,
insurance agencies, and religious facilities.
City Property, Developed. Properties owned by the City of River Falls that have
structural improvements such as offices or storage.
Parks/Open Spaces. Unimproved parcels used for green space or recreational areas.
Agriculture. Unimproved parcels that are used primarily for agricultural production.
Roads, Lakes and Rivers. Unimproved parcels used for street, highway or pedestrian
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path purposes as well as natural or artificial waterways.
Golf Course. Improved or unimproved parcels being operated as a golf course.
Improved Parcel. A lot, parcel or other tract of land which is legally described and to
which a property identification number has been assigned and upon which a parking lot,
structure or building is situated. Each structure or building shall be assigned a defined use, in
accord with the definitions in this ordinance. A structure may be accessory to another structure
or building and its use, or may be independent from any other building, structure or use made of
the parcel in question. Each structure or building for which there is an independent or separate
use shall constitute an improvement. Each improvement shall be subject to a separate fee
according to the street lighting fee category assigned to the parcel. Golf courses are considered
improved parcels for purposes of this ordinance.

13.26.04 RATE CHARGES AND COLLECTION OF FEES.
(a)

A rate structure shall be established for each improved parcel of land in the City
of River Falls for services provided through the facilities for which the Street
Light Cost Recovery System is operated. The actual charges to be imposed, the
establishment of formulas for calculations of the charges, the establishment of
specific customer classifications and any future changes in those rates, formulas,
rate charges and customer classifications, shall be prescribed by resolution of the
Common Council. All rates established pursuant to this Ordinance will be fair and
reasonable. The current rates will be placed on file with the City Clerk.

(b)

Rate charges shall be used to allocate the costs of operating the Street Light Cost
Recovery System. These rate charges may include one or more of the following
components:
(1)

Base Charge - A Base Charge shall be imposed on all improved parcels
in the City. The Base Charge shall reflect the fact that all improved
parcels benefit from the street light system of the City and shall be
designed to collect the administrative costs of the Street Light Cost
Recovery System.

(2)

Street Light Costs – This component shall consist of the actual cost to the
City of providing lighting for streets, alleys, paths and parking lots,
together with such other public lighting as may be provided by the City
from time to time and shall include the actual cost billed to the City by the
River Falls Municipal Utility for the street lighting system as well as all
other actual costs including, but not limited to, the costs of program
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oversight billing, accounting, insurance and the financing of system
improvements.
(3)

Special Limited Area Assessment - This component may be imposed on
an improved parcel that is further defined as being a limited area
specifically benefited by a particular street light which does not provide a
current service to improved parcels throughout the remainder of the City.

(c)

In addition to or in replacement of those specified in the definitions, the Common
Council may make such customer classifications as will be likely to provide
reasonable and fair distribution of the costs of the Street Light Cost Recovery
System.

(d)

The Street Light Cost Recovery System fee shall be placed directly on the utility
bill for each property.

(e)

Exemptions. No charge shall be made against parcels that are classified as
Parks/Open Spaces, Agriculture, or Roads, Lakes and Rivers as defined above,
except for those parks and open space parcels which contain improvements.

(f)

The City Finance Department is hereby designated as the collection agency for
the Street Light Cost Recovery System. Bills shall be prepared monthly
according to established procedure and mailed to the owner or occupant of each
parcel served along with their public utility bill.

(g)

The bills for Street Light Cost Recovery System charges shall be mailed to the
designated utility bill recipient, but this mailing shall not relieve the owner of the
property from liability for rental property in the event payment is not made as
required in this ordinance. The owner of any property served by the utility and
which is occupied by tenants shall have the right to examine collection records of
the City for the purpose of determining whether such rates and charges have been
paid for such tenants, provided that such examination shall be made at the office
at which the records are kept and during the hours that such office is open for
business.

(h)

The collection of delinquent Street Light Cost Recovery System charges shall
follow the procedures applied generally to delinquent utility accounts. Each Street
Light Cost Recovery System account which is delinquent as of October 1 of each
year shall be subject to being imposed as a special charge under sec. 66.0627,
Wis. Stats. against the parcel receiving the service and if not paid in conjunction
with other property taxes, said special charge shall become a lien against the
parcel as provided in §66.0809(3), Wis. Stats. Said charges shall automatically be
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extended upon the current or next tax roll as a delinquent charge against the
property, and all proceedings in relation to the collection, return and sale of
property for delinquent real estate taxes shall apply to such special charges.
Unpaid charges shall be assessed a late fee and interest rate per City policy.
(i)

All delinquent special charges shall be subject to a ten (10) percent penalty in
addition to all other charges and prior penalties or interest when the delinquent
special charge is extended upon the tax roll.

13.26.05. METHOD OF APPEAL.
(a)

A Street Light Cost Recovery System charge may be appealed as follows:
(1)

A written appeal shall be filed with the Director prior to its’ due date; or

(2)

Within sixty (60) days of payment, a written challenge to the Street Light
Cost Recovery System charge shall be filed with the Director by the
customer, specifying all bases for the challenge and the amount of the
Street Light Cost Recovery System charge the customer asserts is
appropriate. Failure to file a challenge within sixty (60) days of payment
constitutes a waiver of the right to later challenge the charge.

(b)

Upon the filing of an appeal, it shall be directed to the attention of the Director
who shall determine whether the Street Light Cost Recovery System charge is fair
and reasonable in accord with the provisions of this ordinance and if it has not
been appropriately charged, the Director shall determine whether a refund and/or
rate adjustment is due the customer.

(c)

The customer has thirty (30) days from the decision of the Director to file a
written appeal to the Common Council.

(d)

If the Common Council or Director determines that a refund is due the customer,
the refund will be applied as a credit on the customer's next monthly Street Light
Cost Recovery System billing if the refund does not exceed the customer's next
Street Light Utility billing, or will be refunded at the discretion of the Director of
Finance.

13.26.06. SPECIAL CHARGE AUTHORITY.
The authority to levy a special charge under sec. 13.26.04 (h) is set forth in sec. 66.0627, Wis.
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Stats. as a charge for the provision of current services.
13.26.07. BUDGET EXCESS REVENUES.
The Street Light Cost Recovery System finances shall be accounted for in a separate fund of the
City. The City shall prepare an annual budget, which is to include all costs related to the Street
Light Cost Recovery System, which may include operation and maintenance costs, debt service
and other costs related to the operation of the Street Light Cost Recovery System. The budget is
subject to approval by the Common Council. The costs shall be spread over the rate
classifications as determined by the Common Council. Any excess of revenues over
expenditures in a year will be retained by the Street Light Cost Recovery System fund for
subsequent year's needs.
13.26.08. SEVERABILITY.
If any provision or section of this Ordinance be found illegal by a court of competent
jurisdiction, the remaining provisions or sections shall remain in full force and effect as if the
offending portion or section had never been adopted.
Section Two:
This ordinance shall take effect from and after its passage and publication as provided by
law.
FOR THE CITY OF RIVER FALLS

___________________________
Don Richards, Mayor
ATTEST:

_______________________________
Lu Ann Hecht, City Clerk
Adopted: ______________________
Published:_____________________

City of River Falls
Municipal Street
Light Cost Recovery
System
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Authored by: Scot Simpson, Reid Wronski, Julie Bergstrom
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MUNICIPAL STREET LIGHT COST RECOVERY SYSTEM

establishing a fee-based structure for streetlights

1. BACKGROUND

beginning this year.

Streets lights are a valuable tool to keep our
community safe. Streetlights help ensure traffic
and pedestrian safety. Anyone who drives or
walks in our community after dark benefits from
streetlights.

Streetlights

can

improve

the

desirability of commercial areas for shoppers and
patrons. Streetlights may also reduce crime—a
benefit to the community as a whole. Until 2010,
100% of the street lighting costs was budgeted
for and paid through general property taxes.

1.1.

DISCUSSION

Each year the City of River Falls spends over
$200,000 to provide general street lighting in the
City. This includes the electricity cost for the
lights as well as the cost to maintain the poles
and equipment for approximately 1,200 lights.
The funds for street lighting currently come from
general property taxes paid by homes and
businesses in River Falls. For 2010, the City

Facing a number of spending priorities and the

budgeted approximately $120,000 in property

desire to limit the growth in the general property

taxes and $80,000 in fee revenue for the cost of

tax and other fees, the City Council held the tax

the lights. The $80,000 previously used for street

levy even for 2010. As part of a package of

lighting was redirected to pay for other City

expenditure cuts and revenue adjustments, the

services. The alternative for the City Council was

Council approved an increase to the Sewer rates

to make additional service cuts or raise general

and the creation of a new Street light fee no

property taxes.

sooner than July 1, 2010. All other fees were

2. LEGAL

maintained at 2009 rates.
As part of a review of the overall budget, the City

There are few cities or villages in Wisconsin with

Council felt a shift from funding street lighting

street lighting cost recovery systems. The only

from the general property tax to a fee was worth

we know of is Rice Lake, Wisconsin.

consideration.

During

the

2010

budget

discussions, the City Council examined many
cuts to programs and potential sources of
revenue to operate the City’s services. The
resulting budget made cuts of nearly $500,000
and did not raise the property tax levy. The
budget adopted by the City Council includes

There are several Minnesota municipalities
which have street lighting cost recovery systems
in place.

In 2009, the City of St. Cloud,

Minnesota conducted a survey of municipalities
within Minnesota than had or were considering
street light cost recovery systems. The results of
that survey are presented in Figure X
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Reflecting the “home rule” nature of the charges,
there does not appear to be a real consistent
approach to setting up a street lighting utility in
Minnesota.

For residential properties, a flat

amount per “unit,” billed on a monthly or
quarterly basis, seems typical.

For commercial

properties, either a flat amount or an amount
based on size - either per acre or front foot – is
often used.
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FIGURE 1A – 2009 MINNESOTA MUNICIPALITY SURVEY OF STREET LIGHT FEES
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FIGURE 2

FIGURE 1B – 2009 MINNESOTA MUNICIPALITY SURVEY OF STREET LIGHT FEES
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FIGURE 3

FIGURE 1C – 2009 MINNESOTA MUNICIPALITY SURVEY OF STREET LIGHT FEES
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FIGURE 4A – ANALYSIS AND OPINION OF CITY ATTORNEY
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FIGURE 4B – ANALYSIS AND OPINION OF CITY ATTORNEY
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FIGURE 4C – ANALYSIS AND OPINION OF CITY ATTORNEY
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FIGURE 4A – RECITATION OF CITATIONS OF CITY ATTORNEY
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FIGURE 4B – RECITATION OF CITATIONS OF CITY ATTORNEY
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FIGURE 4C – RECITATION OF CITATIONS OF CITY ATTORNEY
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structures. Staff is recommending the rate
structure “by Land Use and Cost”.

3. FEE CLASSES
Fee classes were established by using the same
classes that are in place for the Storm Water
Utility Fee.

One additional category for Golf

Course was added in order to adequately
represent street lighting benefits construed upon
that type of land use. The rate was determined
by estimating lighting costs (Cost) for eight
different categories of properties (Land Use) and
then dividing that cost by the total acreage of
property in the category.

BY LOT

This method divides the overall street lighting
costs by the total number of lots in non-exempt
classes to come up with a uniform cost per lot.
For residential property classes, this cost per
acre is multiplied by the total lots of the class and
then divided by the residential dwelling units
(D.U..) in that class to come up with a monthly
rate per D.U. Non-residential property charges
are based on the rate per lot times the lots

The eight categories of properties used for the
fee are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

4.1.

included in a property.
This methodology results in small single family
residential lots in minimally lit neighbourhoods

Single-family residential
Multi-family residential
Commercial
Industrial
Public/Quasi-Public
Office/Service/Church
City Property
Golf Course

paying the same monthly fee as a big-box
retailer in a commercial area with significantly
more lighting and was not considered an
reasonable method.

4.2.

Undeveloped property, parks and open spaces,
agriculture, roads, lakes, and rivers are exempt
from the fee as proposed.

BY LAND AREA

This method divides the overall street lighting
costs by the total land area of parcels in nonexempt classes to come up with a uniform cost
per acre. For residential property classes, this

4. RATE DEVELOPMENT

cost per acre is multiplied by the total area of the

City staff, including utility employees, have been

class and then divided by the residential dwelling

considering

and

units (D.U.) in that class to come up with a

implementation methods since the budget was

monthly rate per D.U. Non-residential property

passed in November 2009. There were various

charges are based on the rate per acre times the

methods considered. Exhibit 1 shows some of

area of the parcel.

different

models

of

rates

the work used when considering rate structures
1) by Lot, 2) by Land Area, 3) by Land Use and
Lights, and 4) by Land Use and Cost. The
resulting proposal is based on those discussions,
research of other communities, and modeling of

This methodology results in Public/Quasi Public
large land owners such as the University of
Wisconsin and Golf Courses being charged for
much of their land that is far removed from the

the River Falls community with different rate
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benefit of any street lighting and was not

This methodology produced few identifiable

considered a reasonable method.

inequities but does put the cost for ornamental
and high wattage lighting street lighting onto non-

4.3.

residential property where most ornamental and

BY LAND USE AND LIGHTS

This method takes the overall street lighting cost
and distributes it to the various classes of
property based on the percentage of street lights
within 150' of property of that class.

For

high wattage street lights are located..

For

instance, higher wattage lamps and decorative
fixtures used in some areas of the City have a
higher monthly cost of operation.

residential property classes, the cost for each

Residential properties will pay a flat rate per

class is divided by the residential dwelling units

month, other properties will pay a fee per acre.

(D.U.) in that class to come up with a monthly

The goal of staff is to balance simplicity in rate

rate per D.U. For non-residential property, the

structure design versus equity in the resulting

cost for each class is divided by the area for that

rates, resulting in less administrative costs.

class to come up with a monthly rate per acre.
Commercial fee rates per acre are higher than
This methodology produced few identifiable

residential rates because there are a lot more

inequities but does not account for the fact that

lights near commercial areas, those lights tend to

not all street lights are equal in cost to operate.

have a higher wattage, and they tend to be more

For

and

decorative. Commercial properties with large lots

decorative fixtures used in some areas of the

likely will pay more under the fee system than a

City have a higher monthly cost of operation.

property tax, especially if they have a relatively

Staff felt that this was a reasonable method but

low property value. However, some smaller

also wanted to present a method based on cost

commercial properties will pay relatively less

rather than presence of street lighting.

under the fee than a tax. Under a fee system,

instance,

higher

wattage

lamps

residential properties pay a smaller share of

4.4.

BY LAND USE AND COST

This method takes the overall street lighting cost
and distributes it to the various classes of
property based on the percentage of cost for
street lighting within 150' of property of that
class. For residential property classes, the cost
for each class is divided by the residential
dwelling units (D.U.) in that class to come up with
a monthly rate per D.U.

For non-residential

property, the cost for each class is divided by the
area for that class to come up with a monthly rate
per acre.

costs than non-residential properties.
For example, the estimated cost for street
lighting

near

commercial

properties

is

approximately $4,700 per month. The total
acreage

of

commercial

properties

is

approximately 2,250. Therefore, the fee per acre
is approximately $25.00 per acre per month. A
downtown storefront like Freeman Drug is
approximately 0.1 acres so the fee for that
business would be approximately $2.50 per
month. A larger commercial property like Shopko
(7.5 acres) would pay approximately $187.00 per
month.
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5. FEE VS. TAX

Fee Class

Rate Methodology
Tax

Lot

Area Lights Cost

Transferring the costs of street lighting to a fee

Single Family

70% 82.3% 40.6% 40.5% 34.7%

does several things. First, it spreads the costs of

Multi-Family

13% 7.8% 9.0% 18.2% 17.0%

street lighting over a larger share of property in

Commercial

7% 3.7% 5.8% 13.0% 16.2%

the City. Currently, with property tax funding for

Office/Service/Church

2% 1.4% 6.4% 3.1% 2.5%

street lighting, exempt properties do not make a

Public/Quasi-Public

0% 1.5% 23.1% 7.7% 8.6%

contribution toward the costs of street lighting.

City Property

0% 2.4% 4.5% 11.8% 14.9%

With a fee, all benefiting properties pay a

Industrial

5% 0.7% 3.5% 5.7% 6.0%

proportionate share of lighting costs. Currently
property taxes are paid by approximately 55% of
all properties. The proposed fee would apply to
97% of property area. The fee will also allocate
costs in relation to the type of services received.

Golf Course

< 1% 0.2% 7.0% 0.2% 0.1%

Undeveloped

3% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

6. PUBLIC PROCESS
The process of public information began with the
budget workshops in 2009, continued through

Properties that use more lighting in general will

the budget deliberations and public hearing

pay a higher share of the costs.

including:

The following represents the relative street

▪

Budget workshops were conducted on

lighting costs by each of the eight categories

July xx, 2009, and August xx, 2009 at

under the various rate methods considered and

which

under the current property tax payment method:

discussed

Street

Lighting
and

Fees

were

presented

for

consideration in the 2010 budget.
▪

The 2010 budget received its first
reading on November xx, 2009, at
which time a public hearing regarding
the budget was held. Second reading
and adoption of the budget was on
November xx, 2009.

Budget

workshops in 2009 including budget
deliberations and a public hearing.
Street Lighting Fees were discussed
during these deliberations of the 2010
budget.
▪

During

City

Council

meetings

in

February, 2010 and April, 2010, there
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was discussion about progress being
made on the street light fee.
▪

Meetings of the City Administrator with
a sample of non-residential property
owners began in May.

▪

July City-wide newsletter and

▪

July

utility

bill

stuffer

included

information on the proposed street
light fee as shown in Figure 1.
The proposed fee would be included in each
property’s monthly utility bill. The estimated fee
for a single-family residential property is $2.00
per month. This compares with the estimated
cost of $45 per year for a single family home
under the current system.

Non-residential

properties would pay according to a rate per
acre.
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FIGURE 5 – ARTICLE IN CITY’S JULY 1, 2010 QUARTERLY NEWS LETTER
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The proposed transfer of street lighting costs to a
fee from the general property tax represents an
opportunity to more equitably account for the

7. CONCLUSION
Street light fees can be structured in an equitable
manner that more closely reflects the relationship
between costs of lighting and the properties
benefitting. Under the current system, a large
percentage of properties do not contribute

costs of general street lighting in the community.
Like the stormwater fee, an appeals process is
anticipated to allow individual property owners to
appeal the “average rates” used for their
property.

towards the costs, and those properties that do
are treated the same regardless of relative
benefit. Funding street lighting by property taxes
is inequitable because:
•

8. PROPOSED ORDINANCE
CHAPTER 13.26 MUNICIPAL STREET

Tax exempt properties also benefit from

LIGHT COST RECOVERY SYSTEM

lighting
Assessed value of a parcel, which determines its
property tax, is not proportional to the parcel’s
relative benefit from street lighting

13.26.01. FINDINGS AND NECESSITY.
The City of River falls finds that the provision of
street lighting affects the health, safety and
welfare of the City, its citizens and businesses.
The Common Council has determined that it is

Property taxes will not, as a direct result of the

fair, appropriate and reasonable that the costs of

new fee, go down. The current proposal does not

such operation and maintenance be paid by all of

include a planned reduction in the property tax

the property in the City so benefited and the cost

by a corresponding amount. However, the street

shall be charged to and collected from all such

light costs will be paid entirely by the fees

benefited property, except for exempt parcels as

collected, freeing property tax revenue for other

defined in section 13.26.04(e).

City

the

all benefitted parcels in the City shall be

pressure for raising property taxes. In 2010, the

established for all parcels used for single-family

property tax levy was not raised from 2009

residential, multi-family residential, commercial,

assuming the new fee revenue would be in

office/service/churches, industrial, public/quasi-

place. The property tax levy is set by the City

public and golf course purposes. This ordinance

Council each year. The Council has the ability to

is enacted under the authority of Chapters 62

examine all operations to determine whether the

and 66 of the Wisconsin Statutes, and more

priorities of the community require additional

specifically, §§62.04, 62.11, 66.0621, 66.0628,

taxes, if current taxes are adequate to pay for

66.0809 ,66.0811, Wis. Stats.

priorities

and

thereby

minimizing

priorities, or if taxes can be lowered and still
maintain priority services.

A charge upon

13.26.02 ESTABLISHMENT.
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There is hereby established a City of River Falls

part of a single structure containing three or more

Street

individually owned townhome or condominium units.

Light

Cost

Recovery

System.

The

operation of the Street Light Cost Recovery
System shall be under the supervision of the

Commercial. Properties approved and designed

Common Council.

for retail or wholesale trade.

The Street Light Cost

Without limitation,

Recovery System shall be operated under the

hotels, restaurants, gas/service stations are

supervision of the Director.

commercial properties for purposes of this
ordinance.

13.26.03 DEFINITIONS.
Industrial.

Properties used for industrial or

For the purpose of this Ordinance, the following

manufacturing

definitions shall apply: In addition, words used in

factory-office

the singular shall include the plural, and the

manufacturing buildings, industrial parks and

plural, the singular; words used in the present

research and development parks are industrial

tense shall include the future tense; the word

properties for purposes of this ordinance.

purposes.

Without

property,

limitation,

warehouses,

"shall" is mandatory and not discretionary; the
Words not defined

Public/Quasi-Public. Facilities and premises not

herein shall be construed to have the meaning

owned by the City whose use and operation are

given by common and ordinary use as defined in

essentially

the latest edition of Webster's Dictionary.

supported or owned by private corporations,

word "may" is permissive.

public,

although

they

may

be

such as post office, schools, Boy Scout property
Director."Director" means the City Engineer or

and armory.

such other designee as is determined by the City
Office/Service/Churches. Properties from which

Administrator.

administrative and clerical services, consultation
Single Family Residential.
habitation

occupied

by

a

A place of

single-family

or

a

and medical services, such as medical and
dental

facilities,

law

firms,

combination of persons considered to be the

engineering/architectural firms, and similar type

equivalent of a single-family for the purposes of this

services are provided, including funeral homes,

chapter as defined in Section.17.20.020. This shall

insurance agencies, and religious facilities.

include structures containing one or two individually
owed housing units, including single family homes

City Property, Developed. Properties owned by

and twin homes.

the City of River Falls that have structural
improvements such as offices or storage.
Parks/Open Spaces. Unimproved parcels used

Multi-Family Residential.

Residential

for green space or recreational areas.

properties containing two or more housing units per
individually

owned

parcel

including

duplexes,

triplexes, apartment buildings, trailer courts, and
fraternity houses. Also, residential properties that are

Agriculture.

Unimproved parcels that are used

primarily for agricultural production.
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Roads, Lakes and Rivers. Unimproved parcels

and reasonable. The current rates will be placed

used for street, highway or pedestrian path

on file with the City Clerk.

purposes

as

well

as

natural

or

artificial
(b)

waterways.

Rate charges shall be used to allocate

the costs of operating the Street Light Cost
Golf Course. Improved or unimproved parcels

Recovery System.

being operated as a golf course.

include one or more of the following components:

Improved Parcel. A lot, parcel or other tract of

(1)

land which is legally described and to which a

imposed on all improved

property

been

The Base Charge shall reflect the fact that all

assigned and upon which a parking lot, structure

improved parcels benefit from the street light

or building is situated. Each structure or building

system of the City and shall be designed to

shall be assigned a defined use, in accord with

collect the administrative costs of the Street Light

the definitions in this ordinance. A structure may

Cost Recovery System.

identification

number

has

These rate charges may

Base Charge - A Base Charge shall be
parcels in the City.

be accessory to another structure or building and
its use, or may be independent from any other
building, structure or use made of the parcel in

(2)

Street Light Costs – This component

shall consist of the actual cost to the City of

question. Each structure or building for which

providing lighting for streets, alleys, paths and

there is an independent or separate use shall

parking lots, together with such other public

constitute an improvement. Each improvement
shall be subject to a separate fee according to
the street lighting fee category assigned to the
parcel. Golf courses are considered improved
parcels for purposes of this ordinance.

lighting as may be provided by the City from time
to time and shall include the actual cost billed to
the City by the River Falls Municipal Utility for the
street lighting system as well as all other actual
costs including, but not limited to, the costs of
program oversight billing, accounting, insurance

13.26.04 RATE CHARGES AND
COLLECTION OF FEES.
(a)

A rate structure shall be established for

and the financing of system improvements.
(3)

Special Limited Area Assessment - This

component may be imposed on

an improved

each improved parcel of land in the City of River

parcel that is further defined as being a limited

Falls for services provided through the facilities

area specifically benefited by a particular street

for which the Street Light Cost Recovery System

light which does not provide a current service to

is operated. The actual charges to be imposed,

improved parcels throughout the remainder of

the establishment of formulas for calculations of

the City.

the charges, the establishment of specific
customer classifications and any future changes

(c)

In addition to or in replacement of those

in those rates, formulas, rate charges and

specified in the definitions, the Common Council

customer classifications, shall be prescribed by

may make such customer classifications as will

resolution of the Common Council. All rates

be

likely

to

provide

reasonable

and

fair

established pursuant to this Ordinance will be fair
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distribution of the costs of the Street Light Cost

accounts. Each Street Light Cost Recovery

Recovery System.

System account which is delinquent as of
October 1 of each year shall be be subject to

(d)

The Street Light Cost Recovery System

fee shall be placed directly on the utility bill for
each property.
(e)

against parcels that are classified as Parks/Open
Spaces, Agriculture, or Roads, Lakes and Rivers
as defined above, except for those parks and
space

parcels

which

contain

improvements.
(f)

66.0627, Wis. Stats. against the parcel receiving
the service

Exemptions. No charge shall be made

open

being imposed as a special charge under sec.
and if not paid in conjuction with

other property taxes, said special charge shall
become a lien against the parcel as provided in
§66.0809(3), Wis. Stats.

Said charges shall

automatically be extended upon the current or
next tax roll as a delinquent charge against the
property, and all proceedings in relation to the
collection, return and sale of property for

The City Finance Department is hereby

delinquent real estate taxes shall apply to such

designated as the collection agency for the

special charges.

Street Light Cost Recovery System. Bills shall

assessed a late fee and interest rate per City

be prepared monthly according to established

policy.

procedure and mailed to the owner or occupant
of each parcel served along with their public
utility bill.
(g)

All delinquent special charges shall be

subject to a ten (10) percent penalty in addition
to all other charges and prior penalties or interest

The bills for Street Light Cost Recovery

System

(i)

Unpaid charges shall be

charges

shall

be

mailed

to

the

designated utility bill recipient, but this mailing
shall not relieve the owner of the property from

when the delinquent special charge is extended
upon the tax roll.

13.26.05. METHOD OF APPEAL.

liability for rental property in the event payment is

(a)

not made as required in this ordinance.

charge may be appealed as follows:

The

A Street Light Cost Recovery System

owner of any property served by the utility and
which is occupied by tenants shall have the right

(1)

to examine collection records of the City for the

Director prior to its’ due date; or

purpose of determining whether such rates and
charges have been paid for such tenants,
provided that such examination shall be made at
the office at which the records are kept and
during the hours that such office is open for
business.

(2)

A written appeal shall be filed with the

Within sixty (60) days of payment, a

written challenge to the Street Light Cost
Recovery System charge shall be filed with the
Director by the customer, specifying all bases for
the challenge and the amount of the Street Light
Cost Recovery System charge the customer

The collection of delinquent Street Light

asserts is appropriate. Failure to file a challenge

Cost Recovery System charges shall follow the

within sixty (60) days of payment constitutes a

procedures applied generally to delinquent utility

waiver of the right to later challenge the charge.

(h)
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(b)

Upon the filing of an appeal, it shall be

classifications as determined by the Common

directed to the attention of the Director who shall

Council.

determine

Cost

expenditures in a year will be retained by the

Recovery System charge is fair and reasonable

Street Light Cost Recovery System fund for

in accord with the provisions of this ordinance

subsequent year's needs.

whether

the

Street

Light

Any

excess

of

revenues

over

and if it has not been appropriately charged, the
Director shall determine whether a refund and/or

13.26.08. SEVERABILITY.

rate adjustment is due the customer.

If any provision or section of this Ordinance be

(c)

The customer has thirty (30) days from

the decision of the Director to file a written
appeal to the Common Council.
(d)

found illegal by a court of competent jurisdiction,
the remaining provisions or sections shall remain
in full force and effect as if the offending portion
or section had never been adopted.

If the Common Council or Director

determines that a refund is due the customer, the
refund will be applied as a credit on the
customer's next monthly Street Light Cost
Recovery System billing if the refund does not

9. PROPOSED POLICY
REGARDING RATE
ADJUSTMENTS

exceed the customer's next Street Light Utility

Section 13.26.05 of the Proosed Municipal Code

billing, or will be refunded at the discretion of the

provided a method to appeal the fee that a

Director of Finance.

particular property is charged under the Street
Light Cost Recovery System. The customer may

13.26.06. SPECIAL CHARGE

appeal the charge for any reason. The appeal

AUTHORITY.

will be reviewed by the Director (City Engineer)

The authority to levy a special charge under sec.
13.26.04 (h) is set forth in sec. 66.0627, Wis.
Stats. as a charge for the provision of current
services.

13.26.07. BUDGET EXCESS REVENUES.

who shall determine whether a rate adjustment is
due the customer. Such determinations must be
fair, equitable, and able to be applied uniformly
to all customers who may appeal.
document

includes

particular

shall be accounted for in a separate fund of the
City. The City shall prepare an annual budget,
which is to include all costs related to the Street

inequitable

situations where the best course for addressing
the inequity is through an appeal.

The Street Light Cost Recovery System finances

This

Because

customers are allowed to appeal for any reason,
this document shall be revised to reflect various
adjustments that are made and the bases for
such adjustments.

Light Cost Recovery System, which may include
operation and maintenance costs, debt service
and other costs related to the operation of the
Street Light Cost Recovery System. The budget

9.1.

UNDERDEVELOPED
PARCEL CREDIT

is subject to approval by the Common Council.

Initial rates are determined on parcel by parcel

The costs shall be spread over the rate

bases with one land use being assigned to a
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given parcel. If a land use exists on a parcel, the

Street Lighting Policy, properties may have their

rate for that land use is applied to the whole

fee reduced up to a maximum of 50% to reflect

parcel regardless of whether or not the whole

this situation.

parcel is used to support that land use.

counting the number of street lights that are in

Customers who have a parcel where less than

place within 600 feet of the parcel(s) in question.

75% of the parcel is used to support that land

Street lights upon a public street not logically

use may have their fee reduced up to a

serving the property shall not be included.

maximum of 50% to reflect this situation.

Where three or fewer street lights are within 600’

Properties where the percentage of the overall

of the parcel(s), street light fees shall be reduced

parcel(s) used to support the land use is 25% or

in accordance with the following schedule:

Credit will be determined by

less shall have the gross area of their parcel(s)
reduced

by

50%.

Properties

where

the

Lights Within 600’

percentage of the overall parcel(s) used to

0

1

2

3

50%

40%

30%

20%

of Parcel(s)

support the land use is 75% or greater shall
receive no adjustment.

Adjustments shall be

Credit

interpreted on a linear basis in between those
parameters.

This method shall only be allowed

for properties with land uses of Commercial and
Office/Service/Churches.

Properties with land

use of Industrial, Public/Quasi-Public, have rates

9.3.

that more accuracy reflect a portion of these

EXAMPLE: VEZINA
VETERINARY CLINIC.

parcels as undeveloped

9.2.

SUB-STANDARD STREET
LIGHTING CREDIT

The City of River Falls adopted a Street Lighting
Policy on October 23, 2007 that guides the City
with respect to the installation of street lighting.
This policy lays out suggested spacing and
wattages for street lighting based on the type of
Public Street being served.

Street lighting in

existing developed areas may not conform to the
policy’s spacing and wattage guidelines.

The

policy indicates that existing facilities will be
addressed

when

the

right-of-way

is

reconstructed.
In areas where existing street lighting is

▪

Original determination – 9.7 acres
commercial

@

$24.75/acre/mo

=

$240/mo

significantly less than that suggested by the
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▪

▪

Underdeveloped parcel credit - 28% of

▪

Revised determination = 10.2 acres x

parcel(s) is used to support the land

0.50

use resulting in 47% credit.

$101/mo

Sub-standard street lighting credit - 1
street light within 600 feet of property

10.

x

0.80

24.75/acre/mo

=

CONCLUSION

Staff recommends that the proposed street light

resulting in 40% credit.

fee be implemented.

▪

@

Staff recommends that

Revised determination = 9.7 acres x

eight fee classes be used. Staff recommends

0.53

that the rate methodology based on street

x

0.60

@

24.75/acre/mo

=

$76/mo

lighting cost. If the City Council feels that the use
of ornamental and brighter street lighting in

9.4.

EXAMPLE: PR’S PLACE

commercial areas provided city wide benefits
that should be distributed among all rate classes,
staff recommends that the rate methodology be
based on the number of street lights.

▪

Original determination – 10.2 acres
commercial

@

$24.75/acre/mo

=

$252/mo
▪

Underdeveloped parcel credit - 25% of
parcel(s) is used to support the land
use resulting in 50% credit.

▪

Sub-standard street lighting credit - 3
street lights within 600 feet of property
resulting in 20% credit.
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