Guide to Understanding Wisconsin’s 

State Budget Process

What is the State Budget?

The state budget is a legislative document in which the Governor and Legislature lay out the state’s spending commitments and priorities for the upcoming biennium (two years).  The budget also includes estimates of the amount of revenues likely to be collected during those two years.  Together, the (expenditures and revenues) sides of the ledger must be balanced in order to be effective.  In fact a balanced budget is mandated by state constitution. 

State Agencies Get the Ball Rolling

The State Budget Office in the Governor’s Department of Administration (DOA) issues instructions to state agencies for submitting their budget requests. Agencies take these instructions, make requests and provide justifications for such requests. (Large agencies usually begin working on budget requests before instructions are issued to get a head start on things.)  Before the agency request is finalized it usually goes through a series of reviews and changes within the agency and once completed is submitted to the State Budget Office – usually no later than September 15 (of even numbered years).

Governor Then Prepares His/Her Budget
Once submitted, budget analysts, the Governor’s budget director, the Secretary of the DOA, and the Governor review the budget requests checking for technical accuracy, analyzing justifications, and evaluating policy implications.  After this has been completed the Governor arrives at a proposed budget.  He or she may then decide to hold various meetings and listening sessions with the State Budget Office, other staff, and agency heads regarding some or all of the recommended changes to the budget.  

Governor Issues His/Her Budget Priorities

Usually by mid-February of the odd year, the Governor delivers his proposed budget to the legislature and to the citizenry of the state.  The Governor also issues the Governor’s Budget Summary, which describes each state agency’s fiscal summary and the Governor’s recommended changes to agencies’ budgets – item by item.  Six to eight weeks later, the Legislative Fiscal Bureau (LFB) (a non-partisan agency) issues a summary of the Governor’s budget.  The LFB also prepares documents to track specific budget decisions and actions relating to each agency’s budget.  

The Joint Finance Committee Takes Over

The Joint Finance Committee (JFC) is composed of 16 legislators, eight from the Assembly and eight from the Senate.  The political party that is in the majority in each house gets six of the eight seats on the committee.  One Assembly member and one Senate member from the majority party in each house serve as co-chairs of the Committee.  The JFC has the task of developing its version of the state budget. Agency hearings usually take place in Madison, where representatives from agencies have the opportunity to give testimony to JFC members regarding the Governor’s budget recommendations and how the Governor’s proposed budget would affect the agency’s programs.  The JFC then holds public hearings at several locations around the state allowing the public an opportunity to be heard on the fiscal issues addressed in the budget.

Joint Finance Committee Proposes Its Budget
The next step in the budget process involves the decision-making phase of the JFC which generally meets in executive session. Although executive session discussions are open to the public, no testimony is taken at this time.  Discussion takes place between JFC members, the Legislative Fiscal Bureau (LFB) and state budget staff.  Prior to the executive sessions, the LFB prepares issue papers for the JFC.  Issue papers cover various items in most agencies’ proposed budgets.  Issue papers provide alternatives to the Governor’s proposed policies and fiscal recommendations for JFC to consider.  Legislators who are not members of JFC may advance suggestions during party caucus meetings to their colleagues who are members. At the conclusion of the executive sessions, JFC decides on a budget that often differs significantly from the Governor’s proposed budget, especially if the Governor’s party does not hold the majority in one or both legislative houses.  The proposal is drafted into the form of a bill and is essentially an amendment to the Governor’s budget bill.  From beginning to end, the JFC portion of the budget process may take over three months.  When the JFC is done with its work, the budget moves on to be debated in each house of the legislature.  

Full Senate & Assembly Consider the Budget
After JFC drafts its version of the budget, it goes to the Senate or Assembly for further considerations (the budget bill goes to one house then the other).  Both houses hold briefings.  Briefings are held either for all members of the house, or two separate meetings are held for each party.  Legislators can individually initiate changes to the budget.  If there are proposed changes, those changes must be drafted in the form of an amendment to the budget bill, which can be short or lengthy depending on what is being modified, i.e. dollar amounts or statutory matters related to programs.  Individual amendments are debated in each house, but ultimately the majority decides on a number of issues to be packaged together as an amendment to the JFC budget bill.

Once amendment deliberations are done, the budget package is introduced and floor debate begins.  The budget bill must receive a majority vote before it moves on to the other house.  The two houses rarely agree on the bill and sometimes require a conference committee, which is composed of members from both houses to iron out the differences between the two versions.  Once completed, the final bill goes back to the Governor for consideration.

How the Budget Becomes Finalized
After the budget bill has been passed by the Legislature, it does not go directly to the Governor.  The Governor must call for the bill only after he or she along with staff from the State Budget Office, agency heads, and legislators have had time to review the legislative budget to determine possible partial vetoes of the budget bill.  In the state of Wisconsin, the Governor has the power of partial veto.   This means he or she has the power to select certain items to remove from the bill. The Governor has the power to veto dollar amounts as well as pieces of language from the budget bill, but the majority of the bill when signed into law will look the same as the bill passed by the Legislature.  Finally, the legislature can override the Governor’s veto of an item of the bill.  This must be done by a 2/3 vote in each house.
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