
BACKGROUND

Housing costs place a heavy burden on older adult households, espe-

cially those who rent or own homes with mortgages. For adults age

65 and older who are low-income, housing costs become even more

of a challenge. In 1964, Wisconsin established the Homestead Tax

Credit program to relieve low-income homeowners and renters age

65 or older of excessive property taxes.  Property taxes exceeding a

certain percentage of income were determined to be an overload to

the taxpayer and eligible for at least a partial offset with state-funded

assistance.  The income based formula used by the Homestead Tax

Credit program places a cap on the percentage of income a person

has to pay in property taxes and determines how much of a credit

someone will receive.  The property tax relief comes in the form of

an income tax credit or direct refund. By FY 1974, the program was

expanded to include low-income adults of any age. 

In tax year 2012, nearly 45% of those receiving the credit were age

56 or older, with almost 29% over the age of 65.  Homestead

claimants receive income from a variety of sources. Social Security is

the most important income source and wages and salaries are the

second most important source of income (The Homestead Tax Credit

Program:  Summary for FY 2012).  According to State Housing Profiles

2011: Housing Conditions and Affordability for the Older Population,

59% of renters age 65 and older and 48% of homeowners with mort-

gages age 65 and older have housing costs at or above 30% of their

income. Historically, the number of people filing for Homestead cred-

its declined during periods of time when adjustments to the income

ceiling did not keep up with the rate of inflation, resulting in fewer

people receiving the assistance they need to pay their property taxes

and continue living in their own homes. 
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WAAN’s Position

Increase the Homestead

Tax Credit and make annual

inflationary adjustments to

the formula. 

This position is in keeping with

Governor Walker’s plan to use

the state’s budget surplus for

tax relief.  It is also consistent

with the goal of Wisconsin’s

long-term care system, “to

provide the right service, in

the right amount, and in the

right setting.”  

In FY 2012, over 89,000 low-

income property tax payers

and renters age 61 and older

received Homestead relief.

Wisconsin’s

Homestead Tax Credit (2014) 

Continued erosion of the program year after year

means low-income people, including a significant

number of older adults, will continue to pay higher

property taxes.  For some, the housing cost burden

will become too heavy, forcing them to leave their

homes . . . 



The PROBLEM

Despite the observed negative impact to low-income taxpayers when

the Homestead Tax Credit is not adjusted for inflation, the Legislature

froze the credit in the 2011-2013 budget. This freeze, if left in place,

will continue to erode the credit.  As the cost of living rises, the credit

will continue to lose value and the amount of property tax paid by low-

income working families and older adults will increase.  Over time, this

will result in a significant difference in who qualifies for Homestead as

well as the amount of tax relief households will receive.  

For people living on limited and/or fixed incomes, the consequences

are very real.  According to the February 2012 Wisconsin Budget

Project Report, “The lack of indexing means a person living on Social

Security in Wisconsin has paid a total of nearly $12,500 more in

property taxes over the last 20 years than he or she would have if the

Homestead Credit formula had been adjusted to keep up with the

cost of living.”  Nearly every other part of the state tax code is regu-

larly adjusted for inflation.  Continued erosion of the program year

after year means low-income people, including a significant number

of older adults, will continue to pay higher property taxes.  For some,

the housing cost burden will become too heavy forcing them to leave

their homes and turn to more expensive alternatives to meet their

housing and long-term care needs.

The SOLUTION

State tax collections are significantly higher than anticipated. 

Increasing the credit and making annual inflationary adjustments 

to the formula is in keeping with Governor Walker’s plan to use the

state’s budget surplus for tax relief.  The Homestead Tax Credit pro-

gram directs property tax relief to those who need it most — low-

income working families and older adults who are homeowners and

renters.  It is also consistent with the goal of Wisconsin’s long-term

care system, “to provide the right service, in the right amount, and 

in the right setting.” 

Wisconsin’s population is projected to grow to a million people by

2020. The aging of Wisconsin’s population brings with it growth in the

state’s long-term care population. The Department of Health Services

is promoting the use of coordinated, community-based supports,

among other strategies, to help control the increasing cost of providing

long-term services and supports. Regular cost-of-living adjustments to

Homestead will help low-income older adults remain eligible for the

credit, continue to meet the rising cost of rent and property tax bills,

and remain living in their own homes with access to community-based

services and supports. 
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The Wisconsin Aging Advocacy 

Network is a collaborative group 
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older adults to shape public policy

to improve their quality of life.
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