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COMPENSATION OF WISCONSIN LEGISLATORS 

The annual salary paid to members of the 
2005 Wisconsin Legislature will be $45,569. 
Legislative salaries will not change during the 
2005­2006 biennium, because Article IV, 
Section 26, of the Wisconsin Constitution 
dictates that salaries of public officers cannot 
be increased or diminished during a term of 
office.  A 1992 constitutional amendment 
allows holdover senators (those in the middle 
of a 4­year term) to receive an adjustment 
when the new legislature is inaugurated, so 
that their salary matches that of newly elected 
legislators. 

In addition to salary, each legislator may 
claim a “per diem” allowance for each day 
spent in Madison on legislative business. The 
current maximum allowance for legislators 
who establish a temporary residence at the 
capital is $88 per day; for legislators who do 
not establish residence the maximum is half 
that amount ($44). 

Legislators are reimbursed for certain 
travel expenses and receive an allowance to 
cover general office expenses, printing, and 
postage.  In general, they also are entitled to 
the same fringe benefit options afforded other 
state employes, including health care. 

This informational brief describes these 
various forms of compensation in greater 
detail. Appendix 1 provides a history of 
legislative compensation from territorial days 
to the present, and Appendix 2 traces the 
evolution of the current process for 

determining legislative salaries which first 
took effect for the 1967 legislative session. 

I. ESTABLISHING LEGISLATIVE 
SALARIES 

Over the almost 170 years Wisconsin has 
existed as a territory and a state, various 
methods for determining legislative 
remuneration have been used. When 
Wisconsin became a territory in 1836, 
compensation for territorial legislators was set 
by the U.S. Congress and paid by the federal 
government. After Wisconsin achieved 
statehood in 1848, procedures for determining 
legislative salaries progressed through five 
distinct phases: 

1) Initially, the salary was set by Article IV, 
Section 21, of the Wisconsin Constitution, and 
any subsequent change required a 
constitutional amendment. 

2) In 1929, the constitutional provision 
was repealed, and the salary level was set by 
statute. 

3) In 1966, legislators’ salaries, along with 
those of certain other state officials, were 
placed in a classification system that required 
final approval of the Joint Committee on 
Finance, rather than the full legislature.  (This 
procedure first affected the salaries of the 1967 
Legislature.) 

4) In 1977, the legislature modified the 
procedure by requiring that salaries be set by 
law, based on bills drafted by the Joint 
Committee on Employment Relations. 
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5) 1983 Wisconsin Act 27 created the 
current procedure, which gives the Joint 
Committee on Employment Relations the final 
decision on salaries. 

Current Procedure 

1983 Wisconsin Act 27 established the 
current procedure for setting legislative 
salaries.  It removed the requirement that the 
proposal be presented to the legislature in the 
form of a bill and dropped the statutory 
connection between legislative salaries and 
the executive salary group system.  The system 
established by Act 27 was first used in 1984, 
applicable to the 1985 Legislature. 

The salary process requires the Director of 
the Office of State Employment Relations 
(OSER) (the office replaced the Department of 
Employment Relations in 2003) to submit 
proposed changes in the compensation plan 
for elected officials to the legislature’s Joint 
Committee on Employment Relations. If 
approved by the committee, the plan goes into 
effect, and legislators receive the new salary at 
the beginning of the next legislative session. 
The committee can modify the director’s 
proposal.  These modifications may be 
disapproved by the governor within 10 
calendar days, but a vote of six members of the 
committee can set aside the governor’s action. 

From the inauguration of the 1975 
Legislature through the conclusion of the 1991 
Legislature, the salaries of individual 
members within a particular legislature could 
vary, depending on the salary effective at the 
time the member took office.  Although the 
amount authorized for legislative salaries 
increased periodically, usually every year, 
along with the salaries of other state employes, 
sitting legislators could not receive the raises 
because of the constitutional prohibition 
against midterm salary changes. This meant 
new legislators, who were elected in special 
elections midway through the sessions, 

received higher salaries than their more senior 
colleagues. Holdover senators, whose salaries 
were locked­in for the 4­year term, frequently 
found themselves receiving less than newly 
elected senators and all the representatives. 

Passage of a constitutional amendment on 
April 7, 1992, settled a long­standing question 
about senate salaries. The amendment 
provided that any “increase in the 
compensation of members of the legislature 
shall take effect, for all senators and 
representatives to the assembly, after the next 
general election beginning with the new 
assembly term”. (LRB Brief 92­2, March 1992, 
provides a detailed discussion of the 
referendum.)  As a result of the amendment, 
holdover senators now receive a raise at the 
midpoint of their term if the newly elected 
legislators are entitled to a higher salary 
amount.  The wording of the amendment also 
meant that persons entering the legislature in 
midterm would receive the same salary as 
legislators seated at the beginning of the 
session. This means all 132 members of the 
legislature now receive the same salary 
throughout the biennium. 

II. SPEAKER’S STIPEND

The speaker of the assembly has received 
an additional stipend since 1853, and the 
current stipend is $25 per month.  Chapter 63, 
Laws of 1853, provided $2.50 per day for the 
speaker in addition to his regular 
compensation of $2.50 a day.  In 1868, the 
specific dollar figure was removed, and the 
stipend was set at an amount equal to an 
individual member’s salary. This meant the 
speaker was paid twice the amount paid a 
regular member. From 1883 through 1929, the 
speaker received a $500 stipend each 
biennium in addition to the $500 legislator’s 
salary.  After salary provisions were removed 
from the constitution in 1929, the speaker was 
given a statutory stipend of $25 a month in 
addition to the legislative salary.  The dollar 
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amount of the stipend has not changed since 
that time. 

Governor Warren Knowles vetoed a 
provision in Chapter 592, Laws of 1965, which 
would have allowed additional pay for 
legislative leaders including the speaker.  A 
similar bill, based on recommendations of the 
Wisconsin Committee on Improved 
Expenditure Management, failed to pass in 
1967.  No bills to change the speaker’s stipend 
or to provide a stipend for other leadership 
positions were considered until 1983 when 
Assembly Bill 1151 would have allowed up to 
five leadership positions in each house to 
receive a higher salary of not more than 125% 
of the regular legislative salary, with the 
recipients and amounts determined by each 
house. The 1983 bill passed the assembly, but 
died in the senate on the last day of the session. 
No bills on the topic have been introduced 
since then. 

III. TRAVEL AND PER DIEM 
ALLOWANCES 

Since territorial days, legislators have 
received some sort of an allowance for travel to 
the capital, and an allowance for establishing 
a temporary residence in the capital (the “per 
diem allowance”) was first paid in 1947. 

Travel Allowance 

Legislators receive a mileage allowance 
for one round trip to and from the state capitol 
each week during legislative sessions. The 
rate is determined by the Joint Committee on 
Employment Relations, based on 
recommendations from the Director of OSER. 
Currently, the rate is 32.5 cents per mile, the 
same as the state employes’ mileage rate. 
In­state or out­of­state travel on official 
business is also reimbursed at the 32.5­cent 
rate. In addition to mileage, legislators may be 
reimbursed for actual and necessary expenses 
incurred while traveling on official business 

outside Madison. However, they cannot be 
reimbursed for such expenses on a day for 
which per diem payment is claimed. 

Per Diem Allowance 

Legislators receive a per diem allowance 
for days spent in Madison on official business. 
It may not be paid for a Saturday or a Sunday 
unless the legislator is attending a formal 
session of the legislature or the formal meeting 
of a standing committee of which the legislator 
is a member.  Each legislator files an affidavit 
with the chief clerk of the house certifying the 
reimbursement requested. 

1983 Wisconsin Act 27 removed the dollar 
amount of the per diem from the statutes, 
effective July 2, 1983, and required that the 
maximum be recommended by the secretary 
of employment relations and approved by the 
Joint Committee on Employment Relations. 

On the recommendation of the secretary 
of employment relations, the 1995­97 budget 
(1995 Wisconsin Act 27) provided that, 
although the standard maximum per diem 
would still be set by the joint committee, upon 
recommendation by the secretary, the 
president of the senate or the assembly speaker 
could separately set a reduced maximum for 
the individual house, provided members were 
given 30 days’ written notice. The statutory 
authorization for this procedure expired June 
30, 1997. 

The assembly used this procedure to 
reduce per diem by 10% to $67.50 in 1996.  The 
senate did not. 

2001 Wisconsin Act 16 (the budget act) 
changed the per diem rate to 90 percent of the 
federal per diem rate for travel for federal 
government business within the City of 
Madison.  On December 1 of even­numbered 
years, the Director of OSER certifies to the chief 
clerk of each house the rate in effect on 
December 1. That amount sets the per diem 
rate for the following legislative session. No 
legislative action is required. 
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An exception to the $88 maximum affects 
those legislators who do not establish a 
temporary residence at the capital.  Their per 
diem maximum is half of the maximum 
established for their house.  In 2003, legislators 
in this category were entitled to a maximum 
per diem of $44. 

IV. OFFICE ALLOTMENTS; IN­DISTRICT
TRAVEL ALLOWANCES 

For the 2005­2006 biennium, state senators 
are provided a $50,348 office expense 
allotment. Representatives are entitled to a 
$10,000 per session office allotment over the 
same period. There are some differences 
between the two houses in how the office 
expense allotment can be used, but in general 
it may be used for printing, postage and 
photocopying; some telephone services; 
newspapers and books; and miscellaneous 
office expenses.  Staff salaries are not included 
in the office allotments.  Staffing levels and 
staff salaries are set by the respective houses. 

Both houses provide members an 
allowance to cover travel within the district. 
This in­district allowance is in addition to the 
travel reimbursement previously mentioned. 
The senate administers this as part of the office 
allotment. The assembly still provides a 
separate allowance for in­district travel, and 
for the 2003 session its allowance ranged from 
$975 to $3,250, depending on the size of the 
district. 

V. INTERIM ALLOWANCE 

Legislators receive an interim allowance 
for office expenses for each full calendar 
month in which the legislature meets in floor 
sessions less than four days. In the 2005­2006 
legislative biennium, representatives will 
receive an interim allowance of $25, and 
senators will receive $75 per month. 

Chapter 225, Laws of 1963, created the 
interim allowance for legislator’s office 
expenses which was paid for each full calendar 

month when the legislature was not in actual 
session. The original basic allowance was $25 
for a representative and $40 for a senator, but 
either could receive a larger amount if the 
district included more than one county. 
Chapter 291, Laws of 1967, provided that the 
interim allowance would be paid for “each full 
calendar month during which the legislature is 
in actual session 3 days or less.” Chapter 1, 
Laws of 1973, revised the allowances to current 
levels and made them uniform regardless of 
district size. 

1995 Assembly Bill 1, which passed the 
assembly and died in the senate, proposed to 
repeal the interim allowance.  1995 Wisconsin 
Act 27 (the budget act) provided that the 
allowance would be paid only with the 
approval of the majority leader of the senate or 
the assembly speaker.  Neither the majority 
leader nor the speaker approved it, so the 
allowance will not be paid in 2004. 

VI. RETIREMENT PROVISIONS

Under the state retirement plan, 
legislators may retire at age 62 with full 
benefits, but they may serve in the legislature 
beyond age 62 or they may choose earlier 
retirement.  The minimum retirement age is 55 
with actuarial adjustment for early retirement 
and length of service. To be eligible for 
benefits, the member cannot be holding any 
position at the time of retirement, whether 
elective or appointive, that is covered by the 
Wisconsin Retirement System (WRS). 
Amendments made by 1995 Wisconsin Act 302 
require that there be a minimum period of at 
least 30 days after separation from state 
employment before the start of an annuity. 

Legislators were first permitted to 
participate in the Wisconsin Retirement Fund 
on a voluntary basis in 1957. Members of the 
1957 Legislature could receive credit for prior 
service if they joined the system within a 
90­day enrollment period.  Chapter 288, Laws 



LRB−05−WB−2  − 5 −


of 1973, made membership compulsory for 
those serving after January 1, 1974. 

In the WRS, both the employer and the 
employee are expected to make payroll 
contributions to the retirement fund.  The 
current employee contribution rate for the 
legislature, the judiciary and all constitutional 
officers is 2.6% of salary. The employer 
contribution rate is 8.1% of salary. At the 
present time, the state pays both the 
employer’s and employee’s contributions for 
these officers, and nothing is deducted from 
their individual pay. 

In place of a retirement annuity, the 
Wisconsin Retirement System also provides 
for a preretirement death benefit in the form of 
a lump sum benefit or a beneficiary annuity. 

The amount depends upon the decedent’s age 
at the time of death, whether the legislator is 
actively employed under the WRS on the date 
of death, and the employee’s WRS account 
balance.  A long­term disability benefit is also 
a benefit available to legislators and other 
participants in the WRS. 

VII. OTHER BENEFITS

In general, legislators are afforded the 
same benefits that are available to other state 
employees. A major component of the benefits 
package is health insurance.  Legislators may 
also elect to receive life insurance and income 
continuation insurance. Some of the benefits 
are provided at no extra cost to the employee, 
but others require a payroll deduction. 
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VIII. APPENDICES
Appendix 1: 	Compensation of Wisconsin Legislators 

1836 through 2005 Legislative Sessions 
Session Compensation Action Affecting Expenses Action on Comments 
Effective Amount Compensation Amount Expenses 

1836 $3 for each day’s Compensation set and 
(Wisconsin attendance paid by U.S. government 
Territory) 

1848 $2.50 for each day’s Wis. Constitution, No extra compensation for
attendance Art. IV, Sec. 21, special sessions.

ratified 1848 

1853 Add’l. $2.50 per 
day stipend for 
speaker 

Ch. 63, Laws of 1853 Speaker to receive add’l. stipend 
equal to amount of member’s 
compensation. 

1868 $350 per year 

$350 annual stipend 
for speaker 

Wis. Const., Art. IV, Sec. 
21, amended Nov. 1867 

Ch. 43, Laws of 1868 

Compensation increased by 
constitutional amendment. 

Speaker to receive add’l. stipend 
equal to amount of member’s 
compensation. 

1883 $500 per biennium; 
$500 biennial 
stipend for speaker 

Wis. Const., Art. IV, Sec. 
21, amended Nov. 1881 

Const. amendment provided for 
biennial sessions and a biennial 
salary. Speaker’s stipend 
continued. 

1931 $100 per month for Wis. Const., Art. IV, Sec. Constitutional provision 
biennium; 21, repealed April 1929; repealed; salaries set by statute. 
$25­per­month Ch. 427, Laws of 1929 
stipend for speaker 

1947 Legislators establishing Ch. 584, Laws Chapter 584 enacted over 
temporary residence at of 1945 governor’s veto. 
capital to receive $100 (effective 
per month (or partial 1/1/47) 
month) for first 6 
calendar months of 
regular session and first 
2 calendar months of 
special session 

1949 Monthly room and 
board allowance not to 

Ch. 405, Laws 
of 1949 

Ch. 405 removed 6­month and 
2­month limitations on allowance 

exceed $100 for any 
number of calendar 
months (or portion 
thereof) in regular or 
special session 

(effective 
7/8/49) 

payments for regular and special 
sessions. 

1951 $200 per month Ch. 405, Laws of 1949 
1957 

1959 $300 per month Ch. 573, Laws of 1957 

Monthly room and 
board allowance 
maximum increased to 
$175 

Ch. 573, Laws 
of 1957 
(effective 
8/24/57) 

$75 per month interim expense 
allowance vetoed; veto sustained. 

Monthly allowance Ch. 225, Laws Interim expense allowance 
replaced by $15­per­day of 1963 created by Ch. 225 (effective 
(“per diem”) allowance (effective 9/1/63) for expenses when 
for each day “of actual 9/1/63) legislature not in session; amount 
attendance at a session related to size of district and 
of the legislature”, not office held.1 

to exceed 110 days for 
regular session or 20 
days for special session 



LRB−05−WB−2	  − 7 −


Appendix 1: Compensation of Wisconsin Legislators−Continued 
1836 through 2005 Legislative Sessions 

Session Compensation Action Affecting Expenses Action on Comments 
Effective Amount Compensation Amount Expenses 

1965 $450 per month Ch. 225, Laws of 1963	 $15 per diem for each Ch. 72, Laws 
day “in Madison on of 1965 
legislative business” (effective 
(session or standing 6/5/65) 
committee meeting) not 
to exceed 110 days for 
regular sessions or 110 
days for special sessions 

1967 $8,400 Ch. 592, Laws of 1965; 
per year Action by Jt. Comm. on 

Finance (See Comments) 

Limit on maximum Ch. 310, Laws 
number of per diem of 1967 
days repealed (effective 

1/27/68) 

Salary increases to be based on 
action of Jt. Comm. on Finance; 
not voted on by entire legislature. 
Portions of Ch. 592 increasing 
salaries to $9,600 per year and 
providing higher salaries for 
senate and assembly leadership 
were vetoed. Jt. Comm. on 
Finance later set salaries at 
$8,400. 

1969 $8,900 
per year 

Ch. 219, Laws of 1967 

Salary for 1969 session 
set by Jt. Comm. on 
Finance on 
recommendation of 
Legislative 
Compensation Council 

Chapter 219 created the 
Legislative Compensation 
Council. Council’s 
recommendation to be accepted 
by Jt. Comm. on Finance without 
change or salary to remain as 
previously set. 

1971 No change (See	 Per diem increased Ch. 13, Laws Board on Government 
Comments) to $20	 of 1971 Operations, acting for Jt. Comm. 

(effective on Finance (12/15/70), rejected 
3/5/71) Legislative Compensation 

Council’s recommendation to 
raise salary to $9,700 for 1971 
Legislature. 

1973 $9,900 Ch. 270, Laws of 1971 
per year 

Salary approved by Joint 
Committee on 
Employment Relations 
11/30/72 (See 
Comments) 

Per diem increased to 
$25; legislators (except 
those representing 
Madison) choosing not 
to establish a temporary 
residence at capital 
could receive half the 
amount 

Ch. l, Laws of 
1973 
(effective 
2/28/73) 

Chapter 270 created the Jt. 
Comm. on Employment 
Relations to replace the Jt. 
Comm. on Finance as the body to 
act on the Legislative 
Compensation Council’s 
recommendation. 

Ch. 1 created uniform monthly 
interim allowance of $75 for 
senators and $25 for 
representatives. (See 1963) 

1975 $15,681 per year2 Ch. 90, Laws of 1973 Legislators representing Ch. 39, Laws Ch. 90, Laws of 1973, abolished 
Madison allowed to of 1975 Legislative Compensation 

Salary range approved by receive half of the per (effective Council (effective 8/5/73); set 
Joint Committee on diem 7/31/75) salary at 65% of midpoint of 
Employment Relations. range of Executive Salary Group 
6/18/75 2. 

1977 $17,843 per year2 Ch. 224, Laws of 1975, Per diem maximum Ch. 115, Laws Legislator could claim less than 
limited increase, so it increased to $30 (See of 1977 per diem maximum, but once 
was not full 65% of Comments) (effective amount declared could not 
midpoint of Executive 10/28/77) change it during the biennium. 
Salary Group 2 

Salary range approved by 
Joint Committee on 
Employment Relations 
9/28/77 
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Appendix 1: Compensation of Wisconsin Legislators−Continued 
1836 through 2005 Legislative Sessions 

Session Compensation Action Affecting Expenses Action on Comments 
Effective Amount Compensation Amount Expenses 

1979 $19,767 per year2 Ch. 29, Laws of 1977 Ch. 29 required salaries to be set 
(procedure) by law; recommendation of Jt. 

Comm. on Employment 
Ch. 114, Laws of 1977 Relations must be enacted 
(salary increase for 1979 without change. 
Legislature) 

1981 $22,632 per year2 Ch. 47, Laws of 1979 
1983 No change Bills to increase 1983 

salaries defeated in 1981 
Legislature 

Per diem maximum 
increased to $41.63 
(effective 10/14/83); 
legislators claiming less 
than maximum allowed 

1983 WisAct 
27 (effective 
7/2/83) 

WisAct 27 authorized 
Jt. Comm. on Employment 
Relations to set per diem without 
legislation, based on 
recommendation of Secy. of 

to change amount within 
biennium if per diem 
changed by Jt. Comm. 

Employment Relations. 
Governor could overrule within 
10 days but Jt. Comm. could 
override governor. 

1985 $27,202 per year2 1983 WisAct 27 Per diem maximum 
increased to $45 

Salary approved by Jt. (effective 6/29/85) 
Comm. on Employment 
Relations 4/6/84 

1987 $29,992 per year2 Salary approved by Jt. 
Comm. on Employment 
Relations 6/28/85 

Per diem maximum 
increased to $55 
(effective 5/20/87) 

1989 $31,236 per year2 Salary approved by Jt. 
Comm. on Employment 
Relations 3/22/88 

Per diem maximum 
increased to $64 
(effective 4/26/89) 

1991 $33,622 per year2 Salary approved by Jt. 
Comm. on Employment 
Relations 11/1/89 

Per diem maximum 
increased to $73 
(effective 2/8/91) 

WisAct 27 authorized Jt. Comm. 
on Employment Relations to set 
salary without legislation, based 
on recommendation of Secy. of 
Employment Relations. 
Governor could overrule within 
10 days but Jt. Comm. could 
override governor. 
Compensation removed from 
Executive Salary Group. 

1985 AR 21 ­ Assembly 
volunteered to forego its interim 
allowance for 1986 

1993 $35,070 per year Salary approved by Jt. 
Comm. on Employment 
Relations 11/5/91 

Per diem maximum 
increased to $75 
(effective 6/11/93) 

Constitutional amendment 
approved 4/7/92 provided that 
salary increases take effect when 
new assembly terms begin and 
apply to all legislators, including 
holdover senators, for the full 
biennium 

1995 $38,056 per year Salary approved by Jt. 
Comm. on Employment 
Relations 4/20/94 

Assembly per diem 
maximum reduced to 
$67.50 by action of the 
Speaker (effective 
1/1/96); senate 
maximum continued at 

1995 WisAct 
27 

Act 27 gave the president of the 
senate and the speaker of the 
assembly authority to set reduced 
maximums for per diem rates in 
their respective houses at any 
amount under the maximum of 

$75 (See Comments) $75. (Authority to sunset 
6/30/97) 

1997 $39,211 per year Salary approved by Jt. 
Comm. on Employment 
Relations 3/21/96 

1999 $41,809 per year Salary approved by Jt. 
Comm. on Employment 
Relations 10/28/97 
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Appendix 1: Compensation of Wisconsin Legislators−Continued 
1836 through 2005 Legislative Sessions 

Session Compensation Action Affecting Expenses Action on Comments 
Effective Amount Compensation Amount Expenses 

2001 $44,233 per year Salary approved by Jt. 
Comm. on Employment 
Relations 6/9/99; 
modified 5/2/2000 

$88 Per diem 
approved by 
Jt. Comm. on 
Employment 
Relations 
1/4/2001 

2003 $45,569 per year Salary approved by Jt. 
Comm. on Employment 
Relations 6/27/2001 

2001 Act 16 Per diem set at 90% of federal 
per diem rate for Madison. No 
legislative action required for 
future changes. 

2005 $45,569 per year Compensation increase 
recommended by DER, 
but not approved by Jt. 
Comm. on Employment 
Relations 5/5/2003 

1$25 per month for representatives to the assembly whose districts were one county or less, plus $15 per month for each additional county or part thereof. 
$40 per month for senators whose districts are one county or less, plus $20 per month for each additional county or part thereof. 

2Salaries were linked to those of nonelected state employes, which may change at various points during the biennium. This meant legislators elected to 
fill vacancies occurring later in a legislative session might receive a higher salary than those taking office in January of odd­numbered years.  This varia­
tion was removed by the constitutional amendment approved 4/7/92. 
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Appendix 2: Evolution of the Current Legislative Compensation Process 

The current procedure for establishing legislative salaries developed from a variety of 
legislative actions, dating back to 1965, which have tied legislative salaries to the salaries paid state 
employes as a group.  The major steps in the evolution of the process are described below. 

Salary Classification System 

Chapter 592, Laws of 1965, classified the state’s top administrators in five salary groups and 
established the initial dollar range for each group.  The basic salary for legislators was set at the 
minimum of the lowest salary group (Group 5).  Chapter 592 also provided that all salaries 
included in the system could be reviewed and revised in the same manner as the salaries of state 
employes in the classified service. This meant changes in legislative salaries would be included 
in the salary plan proposed each biennium by the Director of the Bureau of Personnel, with the 
advice and approval of the Personnel Board.  Final approval of the salary levels rested with the 
Joint Committee on Finance and did not require action by the full legislature. (This final approval 
authority later shifted to the Joint Committee on Employment Relations, created in 1972.) 

Legislative Compensation Council 

Chapter 219, Laws of 1967, provided a new initial stage in the process for setting legislative 
salaries by creating the Legislative Compensation Council, composed of six members appointed 
by the governor, to review legislative salaries biennially and submit recommendations to the 
Director of the Bureau of Personnel and the Personnel Board.  The director, with the advice of the 
board, reviewed the plan and submitted it to the Joint Committee on Finance with a 
recommendation for adoption or rejection.  The joint committee could accept or reject the plan but 
could not modify it in any way.  Unless the council’s recommendation was adopted exactly as 
submitted, legislative salaries remained at the previous level. 

The Legislative Compensation Council recommended and the joint committee accepted a 
salary of $8,900 for the 1969 Legislature.  However, in 1970, the council’s recommendation for a 
salary of $9,700 was not approved by the Board on Government Operations (the body authorized 
to act in place of the Joint Committee on Finance when the legislature was not in session).  Until 
May 2003, this is the only occasion when a legislative committee with final approval authority over 
legislative pay increases voted against a recommended increase. 

The Legislative Compensation Council was abolished by Chapter 90, Laws of 1973. 

Joint Committee on Employment Relations 

The Joint Committee on Employment Relations was created by Chapter 270, Laws of 1971, 
thereby altering the third review step in the salary determination procedure.  This committee is 
designed to perform the salary review functions previously carried out by the Joint Committee on 
Finance. It currently includes eight legislative leaders: the president of the senate, the speaker of 
the assembly, the senate and assembly majority and minority leaders, and the senate and assembly 
cochairpersons of the Joint Committee on Finance. 

This joint committee took final action on the pay plan submitted by the Director of the Bureau 
of Personnel when it set the legislative salaries for the 1973, 1975 and 1977 Legislatures.  Originally, 
the salary proposals had to be voted upon exactly as submitted by the Legislative Compensation 
Council, but when Chapter 90, Laws of 1973, abolished the council, it gave the joint committee the 
authority to modify the pay proposals received from the Director of the Bureau of Personnel.  Any 
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modification of the director’s proposals by the joint committee could be disapproved by the 
governor within 10 calendar days. A vote of six members of the committee was then required to 
override the governor’s disapproval. 

Chapter 90 also set a guideline that, beginning with the 1973 Legislature, legislative salaries 
would be set at 65% of the existing midpoint of the Executive Salary Group 2 (the next to lowest 
of the 10 salary groups) at the time the legislator took the oath of office. 

Legislative Vote 

Chapter 29, Laws of 1977, required that the Joint Committee on Employment Relations submit 
legislative pay bills for approval by the entire legislature. Such bills could be enacted only if passed 
without amendment. 

In that same session, Chapter 196, Laws of 1977, created the Department of Employment 
Relations, headed by a secretary.  It incorporated the Bureau of Personnel into the department as 
the Division of Personnel. The Personnel Board became an independent agency with no duties 
related to legislative compensation. 

Based on Chapters 29 and 196, the system for setting legislative salaries required the Secretary 
of Employment Relations to submit proposed compensation changes for elected officials to the 
Joint Committee on Employment Relations. The committee would then act on the proposal and 
introduce it as a bill.  Final approval required a law enacted by the legislature without change.  The 
new salary level was effective for those legislators who took the oath of office after the 
compensation plan received final approval. 

The legislature authorized legislative pay increases under this procedure in Chapter 114, Laws 
of 1977, and Chapter 47, Laws of 1979.  Both laws provided for pay increases on July 1 of each year 
of the biennium to coincide with the dates on which other state employes in the executive salary 
groups received raises.  A legislator elected in a special election after one of the dates specified in 
the two laws would receive the raise specified.  This meant a few legislators who were elected in 
special elections received salaries higher than indicated in the summary table. 

No legislative pay increase was authorized in the 1981 session.  1981 Senate Bill 691 and 
Assembly Bill 951 proposed raising legislative salaries by 7% when the bill passed and by 7% on 
July 1, 1982, but both measures died.  Inaction on legislative salaries combined with the fact that 
appointed executives were receiving annual increases, meant that the 65% standard set by Chapter 
90, Laws of 1973, was ineffective. 

1983 Act 27 created the current procedure for setting legislative salaries. It also created an ad 
hoc Compensation Study Committee, consisting of one member appointed by each of the 
following:  the cochairpersons of the Joint Committee on Employment Relations, the majority and 
minority leaders of each house of the legislature, the governor, and the chief justice of the supreme 
court. No member could be an elected state official.  Based on its perception of the increased duties 
and time commitment of the legislators, the committee recommended a salary of $28,500 (an 
increase of 25.9%) to the secretary.  After considering the report, as well as legislative pay in other 
states and the historical increases made in the Wisconsin executive salary groups, the secretary 
recommended a salary of $27,202 (a 20.2% raise) to the Joint Committee on Employment Relations. 
The secretary’s recommendation was approved by the joint committee on April 6, 1984, and it first 
applied to legislators taking office in January 1985.  Salary increases are now initiated by the 
Director of the Office of State Employment Relations without the advice of a study committee. 


