
The Need for TIF Standards 

It’s exactly what happens when you don’t have standards. And here in Oshkosh, when it 
comes to TIFs, standards are exactly what we don’t have. 

At first, we did. TIFs were first created to help cities finance the public infrastructure portion 
of new industrial development. Company X wants to build a factory, which requires the city 
to put in streets and sewers and the like. So the city creates a TIF, borrows money for those 
public improvements, and then uses the property taxes on Company X’s factory to pay off 
the road and sewer construction bonds. 

Whenever we’ve stayed with that original design, like we’ve done in the industrial parks, 
and mostly did in the Wisconsin-Jackson-Pearl redevelopment zone, TIFs work fine. In the 
latter case the city borrowed money to tear down the old foundry, mitigate the industrial 
contamination, and rebuild the streets and sewer – all appropriate public outlays.  The TIF 
just directed all of the property taxes from the area’s new development to paying off that 
public investment. 

But more and more, we’ve wandered from that original design, the 100 block being the 
most notorious but by no means the only example. The 100 block TIF paid for almost no 
public improvements; rather, mostly the money was given to the developers to help pay 
their construction costs. $4 million of the $5 million given to Oshkosh Corp. worked exactly 
the same way. Now suppose I added a room to my house, and I convinced the city to let me 
take all the property taxes on that addition, and use them to pay down my construction 
loan. That would be exactly like not paying any property taxes on that addition at all, right? 

Because of that special treatment, Oshkosh Corp. won’t be paying about $200,000 in 
property taxes a year to our city, county, and school district. That’s money not going to fix 
the streets they drive on, or for the police that protect their property, or for the teachers 
that train their future workers, or the social workers that serve their employees’ families. 
You and I will be paying for those things, with our property taxes. But not them. 

But it doesn’t end there. Because the other $1 million came not from their TIF, but from 
another one. Which means that about $50,000 in property taxes that some other businesses 
pay each year will go not for streets or teachers or police, but to pay off Oshkosh Corp’s 
loans. That’s the same maneuver those downtown businesses were proposing when they 
asked for another downtown parking lot, to be built with money taken from a TIF. 

If that sounds like a backhanded way to raid the public treasury, without being obvious that 
they’re raiding the public treasury, you’re right. But what the heck, we don’t have 
standards. So our treasury doors are gaping wide open. 

In the last three month of 2009, Oshkosh Corp. earned $170 million in profits, and reduced 
its outstanding debt by over $180 million. (Disclosure: I’m a shareholder.) Over the last 12 
months its stock value has risen fivefold. For them $5 million is chump change. So why did 
they insist on taking our money, your and my tax dollars? Easy: because we have no 
standards. 

Without standards, without strict rules identifying what TIF money can and cannot be used 
for, we’re easy marks. If you were a developer or an expanding business, and you knew you 
could extort a few grand from the public coffers to improve your bottom line, you’d do it 
too, wouldn’t you? Of course you would. Unless of course you had ethical principles, a sense 
of public spiritedness, a belief in asking what you can do for your country, or something 
nonsensical like that. Not much risk of that happening around here. 

Because that would take standards too. 


