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   Hanging on the walls around him is taxidermy of all kinds 
— whitetail deer, turkey and a line of pelts that includes otter, 
mink, skunk, raccoon and coyote. Until a few years ago, he 
operated a pheasant farm that drew hunters from all over.
   Out the window over his shoulder, hulking pyramids of logs 
line the dirt logging road that winds up into his woods. Soon 
loggers will return to haul away the logs for sale, and Wip-
perfurth will get a little money in his pocket. With his arms 
crossed and a smile on his face, Wipperfurth talks about taxes 
— and hunting and logging — in between poking fun at his 
sons as they work to grind meat on a nearby table.
   “Taxes!” he says, when asked why he enrolled 185 acres in 
the Managed Forest Law program, recounting how the local 
school district has continually increased its levy on residents. 
“You can’t afford to pay the taxes if you want to own land.”
   With more than 3.3 million acres enrolled, according to 
state data, Wisconsin’s Managed Forest Law program covers 
nearly one-tenth of the state’s land and has meant major tax 
breaks benefiting a wide swath of landowners — from small 
property taxpayers such as Wipperfurth to large lumber 
companies to nature conservancies. At the same time, the 

tax cuts — for some landowners a reduction of 5 percent or 
more from local levies — shift the tax burden onto neigh-
boring taxpayers. 
   With nearly $90 million in cumulative tax savings for ben-
eficiaries (and perhaps the same in higher taxes for others), 
the Managed Forest Law program and its earlier iterations 
have shaped the use of Wisconsin’s woodland for genera-
tions, demonstrating how easily special tax provisions can 
become irreversibly tangled up in our economy and culture.
   Owners of woodland across the board — nearly any farm-
er can tell you about the program — echo Wipperfurth’s 
sentiments. Proponents from both the left and the right hail 
the program’s benefits to Wisconsin’s economy and conser-
vation efforts. Still, a program that benefits some taxpayers 
and increases the burden on others creates a dilemma that 
some Wisconsinites say deserves more scrutiny. While the 
program has not generated hot controversy by Wisconsin’s 
considerable standard for political fights, it has been regaled, 
raided and reformed over the years while quietly affecting 
virtually every Wisconsinite in some way.
   Like the roots of the big oaks on Greg Wipperfurth’s land, 

 Tony Wipperfurth helps his father, Greg, split logs in Sauk County. 
TOM LYNN PHOTO
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the program’s effects — good and bad — run deep, whether 
Wisconsinites see them or not.

History and purpose 
   The basic concept of the Managed Forest Law program is 
simple: Taxpayers who own forestland are able to enroll in 
the program and forgo local property taxes. Instead, they pay 
a range of modified — virtually always lower — taxes to the 
state that are used in various ways on the state and local level. 
   The program results in participants getting a tax break in 
return for keeping their land wooded and logging it in ac-
cordance with Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 
guidelines, while potentially creating recreational opportunities 
for their fellow Wisconsinites. 
   There are two levels of tax breaks, depending 
upon whether the land is closed or open to 
the public. About 68 percent of the man-
aged forestland in Wisconsin is closed to 
the public, according to the DNR, while 
about 32 percent is open to the public 
for hunting, hiking and other activities, in 
return for an even lower tax rate. 
   The origins of the Managed 
Forest Law program extend 
all the way back to before 
the Great Depression, 
when in 1927 the 
state passed the 
Forest Crop Law 
program. Policy-
makers designed 
it to reverse the 
devastation that 
poor forestry prac-
tices had wrought 
on Wisconsin’s 
woodlands — crucial 
to the state’s logging, 
construction, paper 
and other industries 
— while preserving 
public land for environmen-
tal and recreational opportu-
nities.
   In 1954, the state passed 
the Woodland  Tax Law, 
which, according to a 
University of Wisconsin Ex-

tension history, allowed tax incentives to apply to small tracts 
of land and let landowners keep their parcels private if they 
wished.   While some might argue that having the land closed 
to the public is unfair since all taxpayers are paying for the tax 
breaks, allowing landowners to participate without opening up 
their land to anyone democratized the program among farmers 
and other individual owners. 
   The Managed Forest Law program is the modern combina-
tion of these programs, but even today, small farmers across 
the state are likely to say they’ve put their land into “Wood-
land Tax,” which is shorthand for the 1954 law.

Taxes, logging and lifestyle dilemmas 
   The bottom line is owners of managed forestland get a 
considerable tax break, while other property owners without 
acreage in the program pay more. Dale Knapp, research direc-
tor with the nonpartisan Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance, said 
that because it’s a break from locally established taxes, the tax 
shift is most acute within counties and towns where there is 
ample managed forestland. 

   “So when 
you have these 
properties that 
are in the (Man-
aged Forest Law 
program) that 
aren’t being 
taxed, that’s 
shifting then 
some of the 
property tax 
burden to other 

property tax owners,” Knapp says.
   How big of a shift? According to the Wisconsin 

Department of Revenue, local taxpayers in the 
Managed Forest Law program most recently saved 

a cumulative $90 million on an annual basis. Knapp 
says that number might be roughly the amount of 

money shifted to other taxpayers, but it’s a complicated 
picture. If you were to remove the state program, taxpayers 
affected would be paying local rates that vary widely — and 
could change as local governments react to no longer having 
the program in place.
   “Really, the impact is local,” Knapp says. 
  That’s a unique aspect of the Managed Forest Law program. 
The counties where people see the benefits of the program 
— from tax reductions to a strong logging industry to good 
deer hunting — are also the places where other taxpayers have 

÷ t̂z hfsúy fẍtwi  
to pay the taxes  

if you want to 
t|s qfsi3ø 

— Greg Wipperfurth, 
Sauk County 
landowner
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shouldered the largest shift in tax burden. This tends to mute 
the dissent, but it doesn’t mean people aren’t frustrated.
   According to the Tax Foundation, a nonpartisan research 
group, tax shifts of all kinds can create broad inequities in the 
tax system. These in turn hamper overall economic growth 
that a free-market system would encourage if not for incentives 
spurring some kinds of activity and, therefore, limiting others. 
   For instance, the group says that 
property tax systems by state and lo-
cal governments often seek to please 
local residents by keeping residential 
property taxes low and raising them 
on commercial and industrial proper-
ties. That means less development 
and higher costs for customers of 
future businesses or tenants of future 
rental properties. At the same time, 
governments seek to encourage 
economic development projects by 
granting tax abatements to individual 
companies or developments, leading 
to charges of “corporate welfare” by 
individual taxpayers who never see 
their own windfall from the govern-
ment. 
   The result is deep distrust of the 
property tax system. A 2009 Tax 
Foundation survey found that 55 
percent of respondents called their 
local property tax system “not fair” 
or “not at all fair,” while only 5 per-
cent called it “fair.”
   “A better approach would be property tax systems that tax 
all property alike,” wrote Joseph Henchman, the Foundation’s 
vice president of legal and state projects.

Impact of the tax shift
   So what is the particular impact of the Managed Forest Law 
program? An analysis of Department of Revenue data found 
that five counties — Oneida, Lincoln, Shawano, Marinette 
and Waupaca — likely experience the largest shift in tax 
burden among property taxpayers, because those counties 
have the largest amount of assessed property under the Man-
aged Forest Law program. The most pronounced is in Oneida 
County, a quintessential Northwoods part of Wisconsin, 
where an analysis found that local taxpayers who do not have 
Managed Forest Law land could see their property tax rates 
drop by about 5 percent if the program didn’t exist.

   Second on the list is Lincoln County, where those who don’t 
have managed forestland could see their property taxes drop 
by about 2.3 percent if the program didn’t exist, according to 
the analysis. 
   Mike Rozmiarek has 40 acres in Lincoln County enrolled in 
the program’s closed option, meaning the land is not open 
to the public. He knows there are higher taxes for others who 

don’t have land in the program — 
including himself back at home in 
Manitowoc — but he also says the 
program helps ensure a strong source 
of lumber and provides both public 
and private hunting land that is the 
mainstay of the state’s deer hunting 
tradition.
   “Part of that is a lot of people don’t 
look at that forest as a crop,” Rozmi-
arek says.
   Jim VandenBrook, executive direc-
tor of the Wisconsin Land and Water 
Conservation Association, says the 
benefit goes beyond the immediate 
value of lumber and cultural pas-
times like hunting, to even include 
necessities like clean water. Having 
a strong Wisconsin woodland helps 
mitigate erosion and run-off that can 
contaminate local streams, rivers and 
wells, he says.
   Maybe so, but for every action 
there’s an equal and opposite reac-
tion — and Cory Tomczyk isn’t sure 

he likes his odds. The owner of IROW, a recycling company in 
Mosinee on the cusp of the Northwoods, says he understands 
that there once may have been a need to encourage reforesta-
tion, but that as the pendulum swings back, he worries that 
the program’s shift in the tax burden is “not equitable.”
   And with eight acres and a 40,000-square-foot recycling 
facility — humming each day with forklifts and conveyor belts 
transporting bales of paper inside — Tomczyk’s tax burden 
isn’t just about him. Yes, he’s a conservative who’d like to 
have more money in his own pocket and cheers Wisconsin’s 
tax cuts in recent years. But as he deals with taxes and regula-
tions from Washington, as well as state and local taxes, he also 
thinks of his business’ ability to thrive and his employees.
   “I’m trying to maintain a business for the betterment of my 
family and the families I employ,” says Tomczyk, who jokes 
that his title at IROW is “chief debtor.” “And anything that 

Tax shifts can create inequities
in the tax system. These in turn 
hamper economic growth that 
a free-market system would
encourage, according to the 

Tax Foundation.
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By Ike Brannon and Devorah Goldman

T
he nation is enmeshed in a drug abuse problem that 
appears unmatched in our country’s history, and 
Wisconsin has keenly felt its effects. 
   The statistics are staggering. Today, nationwide, 
deaths from drug overdose — mainly caused by opi-

oids — exceed 16 per 100,000 people. In West Virginia, 
the rate is over 41 per 100,000; in New Hampshire, it’s 
over 34. By comparison, at the height of the heroin crisis 
following the Vietnam War and during the crack epidemic 
of the late 1980s, deaths from drug overdose peaked at 
1.5 to 2 people per 100,000. 
   In Wisconsin over the past decade, the rate of opioid 
overdose deaths nearly doubled — from 5.9 deaths per 
100,000 in 2006 to 10.7 deaths per 100,000 in 2015.     
   The number of Wisconsinites who die per year from a 
drug overdose exceeds the number who die from motor  
vehicle crashes, suicide, breast cancer, colon cancer, fire-
arms, influenza or HIV. 
   The Wisconsin Legislature and the Walker administra-
tion have taken steps to combat the opioid crisis, which 
is exacting a high toll in Wisconsin in both human and 
monetary costs. 

The Badger state’s drug epidemic
   Drugs typically reach rural Wisconsin via Chicago.   
   Many big-city smugglers find the relative safety of 

selling drugs in 
smaller communities 
such as Superior appealing — 
and profitable. There are few dangerous 
rivalries, and the lack of competition means dealers can 
charge more to a — sadly — growing number of people 
willing to pay. The long string of middlemen between deal-
ers in Chicago and small towns in Wisconsin also makes 
it harder for authorities to track suspects. So the trade 
thrives, and entire communities — down to the youngest 
among us — suffer.
   In the past few years, the number of babies born in 
Wisconsin with physical dependence on opioids, a condi-
tion known as neonatal abstinence syndrome, quadrupled 
— with nearly 1% of all infants showing signs of NAS. 
Symptoms include low birth weight, seizures, respiratory 
distress syndrome and feeding difficulties. 
   The cost of treating NAS is astronomical. A study pub-
lished last year in the Wisconsin Medical Journal reported 
that newborns with NAS spend an average of 16 days in 
the hospital, with a typical charge of $45,000, a good  
portion of which goes on the government’s tab. Further, 
NAS is associated with a higher probability of long-term 
health issues. 

A Deadly Grip
Wisconsin’s opioid scourge: 

Its origins and possible solutions
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WHAT ARE OPIOIDS?
Opioids are a class of drugs that include the illegal 
drug heroin as well as prescription pain medications 
such as oxycodone (OxyContin), hydrocodone (Vicodin), 
codeine, fentanyl, methadone and morphine. They work 
by binding to receptors on nerve cells in the body and 
brain, thus reducing pain messages to the brain and 
diminishing feelings of pain.

 

Slow descent into darkness
For Madison woman, opioid 
abuse made pain disappear, 
but it hijacked her life

By Jan Uebelherr

Think of a snake.

It’s quiet. It moves slowly, steadily, almost 
imperceptibly. It wraps itself around its prey,  
tightening its grip as the prey weakens.

To understand the anatomy of opioid 
addiction, think of the snake.

* * *

At the height of her heroin addiction, Skye  
Tikkanen’s day began like this: “Every morning  
for five years, my first thought was, ‘How am  

I going to use?’  
   And my second thought was, ‘I hate my life.’        
   “It’s like you’re not in charge of your brain anymore.  
It’s a horrible, horrible way to live.”

Skye Tikkanen

ALLEN FREDRICKSON PHOTO
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“Idid not find them to be racist,  
homophobic, anti-immigrant,  

    misogynistic or whatever other  
    labels are being thrown around  
these days. These are good people.”
– Kathy Cramer, referring to rural residents

“a population that needs to be ‘fixed.’ ”
   “I did not find them to be racist, homophobic, anti-immigrant, 
misogynistic or whatever other labels are being thrown around 
these days,” she says.
   “These are good people. I don’t buy into (Frank’s concept that) 
people are voting against their interests or that people are stupid.”

The divide manifested
   When Cramer began her research, she had no idea that 
Scott Walker, then Milwaukee County executive, would become 
governor in 2010, nor that just weeks into his first term he would 
propose the politically polarizing Act 10.
   That legislation dramatically reduced the political power of 
public employees, including teachers, throughout the state. It also 
forced many of them to contribute more to their health insurance 
premiums and retirement plans. 
   In liberal enclaves like Madison and Milwaukee, the outrage was 
palpable. But in rural communities, Cramer reports, yard signs 
and bumper stickers supporting the governor were prevalent.
   And that’s where the resentment comes in. The rural residents 
Cramer talked with want smaller government because they resent 
big government.
   They believe the tax dollars they send to Madison rarely return to 
benefit their own communities. They believe that public employ-
ees make too much money and don’t work as hard as rural peo-
ple do. “They shower before work, not afterwards,” she recounts 
in the book about rural residents’ views of university employees.
   The residents also believe their values and opinions are ignored 
or disrespected. When these feelings combine, they lead to a sim-
mering resentment very similar to simple class-consciousness but 
rooted in geography — in a sense of place.
   As Cramer writes: 
   “I had to contend with the common perception that visitors from 

Madison usually parachute in and pronounce what is right and 
good and then leave without respecting local wisdom, wants or 
needs. …
   “The complaints I heard in rural areas were not simply distrust of 
government — people in rural areas often perceived that govern-
ment was particularly dismissive of the concerns of people in rural 
communities …
   “Many people talked about this as part and parcel of a funda-
mental aspect of the rural-versus-urban divide: City people just 
don’t seem to get it. They don’t understand rural life or pay atten-
tion to it.
   “When pundits look at low-income residents in Republican areas 
and exclaim that they are voting against their interests, they are 
often assuming that somehow the Republican Party has fooled 
people into not noticing that they are opposing the very kind of 
government programs that might help them out.
   “But those kinds of claims neglect that a ‘safety net’ may not 
translate as ‘help’ to everyone. In rural areas, there is a great deal 
of pride in the idea that ‘help’ is about letting people work hard 
enough so that they can make it on their own.
   “The sense I got from these conversations is that help, for many, 
is about providing jobs, not welfare. When (one man) told me 
he had never missed a day of work, and he did it ‘working in the 
woods,’ he said it with pride.
   “To him, rural life is tough, but he drew a good deal of esteem 
from claiming that he was a person who was living that life.”

Lessons for both parties
   Cramer does not spare criticism of politicians, particularly Re-
publicans, who tap into rural resentment. She noted that during 
his 2010 gubernatorial campaign, Walker demonized proposed 
high-speed rail between Madison and Milwaukee as something 
most residents of the state would never ride.
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   Forget Krissy and Cassie for a moment. Let’s look at the 
absurdity of the bigger picture. 
   We have a skills drain and a brain drain in key parts of 
Wisconsin. In metro Milwaukee in 2015-’16, net domestic 
out-migration — that’s the number of people moving out of 
an area to someplace else in the 
United States in comparison 
to the number moving in from 
elsewhere — was over 11,000 
people, according to Brook-
ings Institute statistics. Many of 
those people go from the Snow 
Belt — places like Wisconsin 
— to the Sun Belt — places like 
Florida. 
   So here we have just one per-
son dying to come back and be 
productive and work, and we’re 
essentially saying, “Nah. Not 
you. We don’t want you.” 
   We spend a lot of time in this 
state wondering how to create 
opportunity. How about just 
not destroying it? 
   At WPRI, we’re with Cassie 
and Krissy. We’re trying to get 
lawmakers to scale back on non-
sensical licensure requirements 
that prevent people like them 
from working and building busi-
nesses.  
   As we pointed out in a recent 
paper, “Occupational Licens-
ing in Wisconsin: Who are We 
Really Protecting?” — part of 
our report, “Government’s Love 
for Licensure” — the mandates 
ostensibly exist to protect the public from health hazards. This 
is entirely appropriate in some instances. Some. 
   I’m all for requiring my doctor to get a license before she 
can wield her scalpel. I’m not so worried about being per-
manently damaged by the person who cuts my hair. If a bad 
haircut were a danger to a person’s health, my dad would 
have been locked up 45 years ago for the lousy crew cuts he 
inflicted upon me.

   State licensing is out of control. A thorough reading of the 
Wisconsin Department of Safety and Professional Services da-
tabase yields 207 different licensed occupations. The Wiscon-
sin Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protec-
tion lists an additional 140 categories for licensed professional 

activities.
   Want to try your hand at 
being an auctioneer, landscape 
architect or interior designer? 
Want to give manicures to your 
neighbors and maybe earn 
some spending money on the 
side? Want to just grow and sell 
Christmas trees? Not so fast. 
Not in this state. The bureau-
crats have a job to do first — 
even if you don’t. 
   They like to say they’re work-
ing to protect the people. But 
far too often, the people they’re 
protecting already have jobs and 
just don’t want competition. 
We know this is true because 
we went through a bunch 
of complaints to the Depart-
ment of Safety and Professional 
Services (see story at left), and 
they often come from people 
who already have a license, who 
were forced to jump through 
the state’s hoops and who want 
to make sure others have to do 
the same. 
   We don’t need all these 
protections. We need reform. 
Long term, we need the Oc-
cupational Licensing Review 

Council suggested by Gov. Scott Walker to take a hard look 
at every licensing requirement. But first, this spring, we need 
legislators to get rid of regulations targeting people like Krissy 
and Cassie. 
   There are lots of reasons — but maybe one is enough. What 
our government is doing to them is not fair. 

 Mike Nichols is the president of WPRI.
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Complaints often 
have nothing to do 
with safety concerns

By Jan Uebelherr

Often, complaints to state regulators are 
lodged by licensed professionals who 

don’t take kindly to those who don’t play by 
the rules — even stay-at-home moms who 
just want to do nails for fun and company and 
maybe a little extra income. 

   “Ladies! You deserve a manicure!” wrote 
the enthusiastic Cumberland mom who 
posted her pitch, along with photos showing 
her handiwork, on an “online rummage sale” 
page offering her services. She noted that 
she was not licensed or formally trained.

   “Want to get your nails all done up but don’t 
have the money for a salon? Let me help. I’m 
a stay-at-home mom looking for something 










