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COUNTY EXECUTIVE RALPH MALICKI'S 2026 BUDGET ADDRESS

Good evening, Chair, members of the County Board, and residents of Racine County. It
is an honor to stand before you tonight to present the 2026 Racine County Budget. This
budget reflects our 3 core values: to deliver innovative services, with high integrity,
through the work of our dedicated employees. At the heart of this work is a simple
philosophy | try to live by every day: be better. Building off the solid foundation and core
values for our County to continuously evolve. Each day, | want to leave this county
stronger than it was the day before.

My commitment to my constituents is to never work in isolation, but rather work
collaboratively, with the County Board, and community to find efficiencies and
opportunities that can only happen through partnerships. In doing so, we will carry forward
the spirit of our strategic plan: a humble yet ambitious mission to serve and to transform
Racine County.

I’'m proud to be part of a County with a strong history of conservative budgeting. For the
13th year in a row, the county mill rate has either decreased or stayed the same—and
this year, it decreases to 2.55. This reflects disciplined fiscal management and is why
Racine is a leader in responsible governance. We deliver lower taxes while still investing
in the services and infrastructure our residents expect. For example, last year, Human
Services saw record performance in family preservation initiatives and returned $2.6
million dollars back to its reserves and the County overall was able to return an additional
$1.7 to general reserves. While inflation has put pressure on our system, we have
responded yet again with innovative cost control measures and strategic cuts.

And yes, our fiscal responsibility is remarkable, and it is also important to note that the
county levy is only fraction of a resident’s overall property tax bill—about one-sixth—
which underscores how carefully we steward the portion we control.

The 2026 budget marks the first full year of the countywide sales tax that began last April,
projected to generate at least $20 million annually. This decision, made last year, was the
right one—and it will continue to be the right one every year moving forward. The sales
tax provides the steady, sustainable support needed to fund our operating budget and
keep Racine County strong. From the start, we promised these funds would deliver real
relief, and this budget directs $4 million back to property taxpayers. Double the amount
required by ordinance. The balance supports essential county services like public safety,
highway maintenance, and human services, the core functions that residents rely on



every day. Our disciplined approach has also earned Racine County an AA bond rating,
one of the strongest among counties of our size. According to the 2024 audit, we maintain
an unrestricted fund balance of $21 million, or 19% of our operating budget, well within
our policy range of 16-25%. These facts show that Racine County is keeping promises
and setting a high bar for fiscal health and responsible governance.

Good governance also means careful stewardship of resources, preparing for the
unexpected, and planning for the future. That is why this budget includes new
accountability measures that will ensure maximum transparency for taxpayers, such as:

Quarterly reporting to the County Board on the following:

e Staffing cost allocation to ensure proper use of levy
e Facilities and Project Budget Status Update

Additionally, I’'m proposing 4 policy resolutions and an ordinance update that will tighten
up evaluation criteria for new positions and require identification of ongoing funding.

As County Leaders, we are accountable to our constituents not only for the dollars
invested, but to prioritize and protect their health and safety. After years of thoughtful
planning, the new countywide next-generation radio system is becoming a reality. This
system will replace outdated infrastructure with a modern, interoperable network that
connects every police, fire, and EMS agency in Racine County—and ties us into the
Wisconsin Public Safety Network, allowing seamless communication with partners across
the state. With features like responder tracking and secure redundancy, this system will
give first responders the tools they need to respond faster and keep communities safer.

We are also strengthening how our emergency partners work together on the ground. We
are working side by side with our fire and EMS partners on the principle of closest
response, making sure the nearest help reaches residents as quickly as possible.
Through telehealth expansion and the CREW program, Racine County is leveraging
$200,000 in grant funding to expand mental health and substance abuse treatment
options. These investments save lives, reduce strain on emergency services, and show
what is possible when partners act with a shared purpose.

Our ability to deliver strong services depends on having a strong workforce, and housing
is where this challenge becomes real. Over the next decade, Racine and Kenosha
Counties are projected to add nearly 20,000 new jobs, yet our working-age population is
shrinking and nearly 40% of residents will be over 55 by 2040. At the same time, Racine
County will need more than 4,200 new homes in the next five years, but too many working
families are priced out of the market. If workers can’t afford to live here, they won'’t stay
here, and future investment will pass us by.

That is why in early 2026 we will launch a countywide Housing Task Force, co-led with
RCEDC and SEWRPC. This effort is about aligning zoning, fees, financing tools, and
partnerships to expand attainable housing. By the end of 2026, the task force will deliver
a clear action plan to increase starter home development and close the gap between what
families can afford and what the market is building. Addressing housing is urgent—it is
about keeping Racine County competitive, broadening our tax base, and ensuring the
next generation of workers and families can call this community home.



At the heart of Racine County government are people. We are in the business of service,
and our employees are the ones who carry out the mission of county government every
day. Each Monday, | stop by new employee orientation to welcome those who have
chosen to serve Racine County. It is important that they know from day one that they are
valued, supported, and part of something bigger.

In the 10 months | have been in office, | do have one piece of constructive criticism. |
have found that there has been a bit of deferred maintenance within our facilities. We
have used a lot of “cold patch” throughout the County. Temporary repairs on long-term
problems. As a result, in this 2026 budget, we are investing in upgrades that enhance
safety, reduce risks and liability, and show respect for both our staff and the public who
enter these spaces. These projects create an environment where employees can perform
at their best. When employees are performing their best, the community wins. Stable
staffing means shorter wait times, faster answers, and steadier service for residents who
depend on us every day. With rapid technological advancements, we need skilled
professionals to support our work. In this budget, we will add two new radio technicians
to maintain the countywide radio system, ensuring there is the talent to manage our
evolving systems.

| am especially proud to share results of another investment—an investment our County
made in our essential employees—and it has paid off. Both our 911 Communications
Center and our Corrections Division, two of our most critical 24/7 operations, have
remained at their highest staffing levels since 2019. By adjusting to more competitive
wages for these positions, we kept staff in areas other communities saw drastic workforce
shortages. This progress reflects hard work, thoughtful planning, and a commitment to
making Racine County a workplace of choice. And it stands for a victory not only for the
dedicated employees who serve in these roles, but for every resident who relies on their
critical work.

A culture of service means meeting today’s needs while preparing for the future. That is
what guides our investment in the new Behavioral Health Services Building on Taylor
Avenue. The need is undeniable. More than 10,000 Racine County residents face serious
mental health challenges, suicide attempts and overdoses have risen sharply, and there
is no residential substance use treatment center within 40 miles. For too long, services
have been delivered from a leased facility that is outdated, stigmatizing, and increasingly
expensive, with rent costs that over 30 years would equal the cost of building a new facility
outright.

This new facility will change that. It will bring crisis response, mobile teams, outpatient
services, and a 15-bed residential program under one roof, creating a welcoming,
efficient, and modern system of care. By enabling faster intervention, direct law
enforcement drop-offs, and wraparound support for residents and families, it will fill one
of the largest gaps in our behavioral health system. And importantly, it is being built
without adding ongoing costs to taxpayers—financed through one-time ARPA funds,
opioid settlement dollars, and targeted bonding that replaces rising rental costs with an
asset that will serve our community for decades. Together, these investments show how
Racine County can expand critical services in a fiscally responsible way, addressing
urgent needs, reducing long-term costs, and positioning us to meet the challenges of the
future.

We are moving forward with the design of a new Public Safety Building—one that will
provide first responders and support staff with a facility that is safe, modern, and built for
the challenges ahead. This facility will enhance our ability to respond to large-scale



incidents, consolidating resources into one central location for countywide response. It
ensures that Racine County is prepared for challenges we cannot afford to overlook. At
the same time, the new countywide 911 radio system is well underway, creating a single,
durable communication platform across all emergency services.

Highway infrastructure remains the backbone of service delivery, even though its
operations historically represent only about 6% of the county levy for such a large surface
area. That is why every investment here delivers big returns. In 2026, we will resurface
parts of Highway G and Highway C with support from WisDOT grants, projects that
improve safety and support economic activity. We are also investing in new equipment—
tandem plows, one-ton trucks, and a striping vehicle—to keep our roads safe and reliable
year-round. These are relatively small investments with outsized impact, proof that smart
infrastructure spending creates long-term value for our residents.

Our parks create opportunities for the future. This budget supports a campground study
at Case Eagle Park and the development of rental cabins at Cliffside Park, expanding
recreation while generating new revenue. We are also entering the second year of the
four-phase Reefpoint Marina revitalization. Once complete, this project will deliver a
strong return on investment and provide Racine County with another premier amenity that
attracts residents, visitors, and businesses alike. The marina project ties directly into our
four-year campaign with Discover Wisconsin, positioning Racine County as a destination
for tourism, recreation, and business investment. By strengthening our waterfront and
County overall and promoting it to audiences across the state and beyond, we welcome
more visitors and encourage them to consider making this county their home.

We also recognize the important role that Friends of Parks groups can play in this work.
Across Wisconsin, Friends groups organize clean-ups, raise funds, and support amenities
that enhance local parks. Here in Racine County, we need our Friends groups to step up
in the same way—to partner with us, to invest their time and resources, and to help
strengthen the parks they care about. Under the new policy framework, Friends groups
will have clear expectations for fundraising, volunteer hours, and project support, and the
County will match those efforts with recognition and partnership. Together, we can make
our parks stronger, more sustainable, and more enjoyable for generations to come.

We are also making forward-looking investments in conservation and technology, from
reclaiming the Krueger site with regenerative practices to GIS upgrades using LiDAR for
better land management. We are tackling aging infrastructure before it fails, including
refreshing technology, replacing obsolete equipment, and ensuring compliance with
statutory requirements. One technology project has a return on investment of just three
and a half years. By renegotiating our contract, we will save $220,000 over five years.
That is smart, responsible planning. Together, these initiatives show what it means to
invest in tomorrow; delivering immediate improvements and lasting benefits for the people
of Racine County.

As | close, | return to the philosophy that guides this work: to be better each day, and to
leave Racine County stronger than it was yesterday. The 2026 budget reflects that spirit.
It builds on a strong financial foundation, protects the health and safety of our people,
invests in the employees who make government work, and prepares our county for the
future.



This budget is built on trust, accountability, and vision. It makes Racine County a place
where families want to live, businesses want to grow, and visitors want to return. | am
grateful to the County Board, to our employees, and to our residents for the partnership
that makes this possible. Together, we will continue moving Racine County forward.
Thank you.
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