










City Management 
Karl Green, Associate Professor 

UW Extension Department of Community Resource Development  



Tonight’s presentation will: 

 Illustrate City of Onalaska’s options for professional 
management services 

 Review Wisconsin State Statutes allowing professional 
management 

 Provide timing / suggestions on logistics of decision 

 



Disclosure 

 My position at UW Extension is as an educator 

 I will be presenting you with options, as defined by state statute 

 Not to be constituted as advocacy for, or against, any form of municipal 
government 

 While the information I present is accurate (I believe), it should not be construed 
as “legal counsel” and any “legal” questions should be answered by City of 
Onalaska’s Legal Counsel !!!  



What State Statutes reference 
professional management services? 

 Wisconsin SS. 62 (Cities):  

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/62 

 

 Wisconsin SS. 64 (Other forms of Government): 

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/64 

 

 Wisconsin SS. 66 (General Municipal Law): 

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/66 

 

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/62
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/64
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/66
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/66


Most definitive language re: professional 
management  

 SS. 64 Other forms of Government 
 City Manager (plan) 

 Executive & Administrative position hired by City Council based on merit 

Vs 

 City Commission (plan) 
 Mayor & City Council (alderpersons) elected by electorate 

 Terms defined by state statute 

 # of alderpersons defined by municipality (Charter Ordinance) 

 Either version of City government require a Charter Ordinance indicating the form of government the 
municipality will use to govern 

 Charter ordinance also includes:  

 # of council members 

 Council terms (not >2 years) 

 Nomination/election practice (district or city at large) 



City Manager 
 Wisconsin SS. 64 (64.09) 

 (1) A City manager shall have charge of the executive side of city government, and  

 Shall be responsible for the efficiency of (city’s) administration 

 (2) A City manager shall be elected by council purely on merit  

 Training, experience, executive & administrative ability, efficiencies & general 
qualifications and fitness for performing duties of such office 

 (3) Residence in city or state shall not be a qualification for the office of city 
manager 

 (6) City manager salary fixed by city council 

 (7) City council has power to remove the city manager at any time the city 
manager’s conduct of city administration becomes unsatisfactory 

 (8) Any “cause” for termination requires 60 day notice, unless willful neglect of 
duty, malfeasance, misfeasance, etc. 

 



City Manager 
 Wisconsin SS. 64 (64.105) 

 Optional Powers.  Any city or village which has determined by ordinance or 
petition and referendum to operate under the city manager form of 
government may by charter ordinance allocate powers: 

  to the council,  

 to the president of the council  

 to the city manager in a manner other than provided by this chapter 



City Manager – The Powers of 
 Wisconsin SS. 64 (64.11) 

 (1) Shall be chief executive officer and head of city administration and shall 
possess and exercise all the executive and general administrative power imposed 
and conferred by general law or special charter 

 (2)  City manager shall have power to create minor administrative offices and 
positions, and to discontinue these positions according to the needs of the city 

 (3) City manager shall have the power to appoint all heads of departments, all 
subordinate city officials, and all city employees 
 Special exceptions for police & fire boards and chief of fire and police….. 

 (4)  Cannot create fixed term employment for department heads, city officials or 
city employees 

 (5) all appointments shall be made on merit 

 (6) No residency requirements can be qualification for appointments 

 In essence – the City manager works for the City Council  

 



City Commission  
Wisconsin SS. (62.25) 

 Legislative branch:  Common Council 

 Primary business is to pass laws (policy) in the form of ordinances and resolutions 

 Fixes salaries of all officers and employees of the city 

 

 Executive branch:  Mayor 

 President of the Council (ss. 64.29(2)) 

 Under this form of governance – Mayor has no veto power 

 Council shall elect one of its members Vice mayor to serve when Mayor is absent or 
disabled  

 

 



City of Onalaska’s governance system 

 Current form of government for City of Onalaska mayor-council  

 Defined by City ordinance as following Ch. 62 & 66 

 City of Onalaska Code of Ordinances (Chapter 1) 

 Mayor has veto power 

 City council elects council president 

 

 

 



So how can a city manager style 
government be enacted? 

 Change to charter ordinance 

 Voted on by City council 

 Requires passage by 2/3 vote of council 

 City council may elect to bring decision to referendum 

 Petition signed by 7% of most recent general election electorate 

 7,708 electorate voted last general election 

 540 signatures 

 Or Both! 

 Charter Ordinance changes do not take effect until 60 days following passage & 
publication 

 Referendum may be requested during this 60 day waiting period, delaying 
enactment until referendum has taken place. 



What about other the titles? 

 Wisconsin State Statutes 59 (Counties) defines  

 County executive,  

 County Administrator   

 County Administrative Coordinator 

 But City related statutes 62, 64 & 66 do not define anything other than City 
manager….. 



Questions to reflect upon? 

 What is the most effective form of governance for Onalaska? 

 What form would be best received by electorate? 

 Does a Mayor provide accountability that a non-elected City manager does 
not? 

 Would the City council be able to “hire” a city manager of better caliber than 
a mayor willing to run for office? 

 Onalaska has experienced both forms of administration – what worked?  What 
didn’t work?  Why? 

 

 

 



Questions 

Contact info:   

Karl Green, UW Extension 

Department of Community Resource Development 

608-785-9763 

Karl.green@ces.uwex.edu 
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